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​Prologue



    Jackson, Tennessee


    November


     


     


     


    1


    Brian entered the warm bar without showing fear, but his heart pounded. This was a good idea a few minutes ago.


    A wide counter lined in off-center stools sat in front of the door, with a side area sporting a stone fireplace and rickety wooden tables. Booths lined the cobwebbed corners. If not for the clientele, it could have been any bar in America before the war.


    A dozen heads swiveled as the cold draft carried his scent into the establishment.


    Vampire ears stiffened.


    Troll beards curled up in shock.


    “We don’t serve normals here, boy.” The tall, pale bartender waved a clawed hand. “Get along or it’ll be your blood.”


    Brian snorted, pushing aside nerves in favor of arrogance. It works for my mom. He kicked snow from his boots onto the wooden floor. “I’d like a beer and a job. Maybe a potion, if the troll has time.”


    Surprised smoke rolled from the troll’s orange ears.


    The bartender stared at Brian with narrowed yellow eyes. “Magic user?”


    Brian flashed menace. “Mitchel.”


    Hungry mouths drooped in disappointment.


    The bartender glared. “You’ll have to prove that to stay. We don’t associate with humans and you smell like fresh meat.”


    Brian chose to keep acting like his mother. He lifted a hand. “Shall I light a fire?”


    Stools cleared in front of the bar.


    Patrons vanished in fast blurs.


    The bartender’s red cloak vibrated with annoyance. He wiped wet hands down his apron. “That was uncalled for.”


    Brian shrugged. “Be specific when you address a descendant. If you don’t, we’ll always use it against you.”


    “A wise lesson.” A chair shifted behind him. “You’re young to have learned it already.”


    Brian stiffened at the sultry voice. He swallowed, fighting the pull. “Succubus.”


    The female laughed. It sent shivers through the remaining creatures still enjoying their brews.


    The succubus approached him without fear. “Need a friend for the night?”


    Brian strode to the bar. “There has to be something left of me when the deal’s finished, so no.” He settled onto a squeaky stool. “Let’s have that beer. Then you’ll tell me where I can find work to get through the winter.”


    The bartender glided to a cooler in the rear of the wide, smoky room.


    Brian spun on the stool to observe the other patrons.


    The few who remained were all staring at him.


    Brian let his eyes glow red.


    Hideous mouths and faces sagged. A normal teenager in this den would have given them all something to do.


    Brian swept the dusky sex addict, aware of the vibes she was still sending. Not my type. Brian thought of his first encounter with a woman and turned back to the counter. That sweet girl had been normal, average. The succubus had purple locks and breasts bigger than his legs.


    “What about now?” The woman struck a sexy pose, sensing he would be a good customer.


    Brian refused to look. “Pulling it from my memory is cheating. You’ve gotten lazy.”


    Her dark face went scarlet. “Asshole!”


    Brian shrugged. “Not really. Not yet. But I will be in time.” The family legacy demands it.


    The succubus stomped out into the snowstorm, perfect nose in the air.


    The bartender set a cold bottle of beer on the counter and returned to the book splayed by the lantern. Like the others, he’d lost the scent of blood.


    Brian twisted and sipped foam, then cleared his throat. “A job?”


    The bartender shrugged, not glancing up from his coverless novel. Rowan loved to read. “We’re slow. You might ask the people you scared off.”


    “For your trouble.” Brian took a pouch from his pocket. He tossed it to the bartender.


    Rowan caught it out of reflex. He stowed the bag of dust in his cloak. “The boss comes in by dawn. Talk to her.”


    Brian stood, taking his beer. “Thank you.”


    Rowan snorted as he turned a page. “Drink up. You’re going to need it.”


    Brian knew what he’d signed up for. This was the fastest way to get what he required. He settled at a tiny table in the far corner and leaned against the wall. A few minutes later, he was snoring softly.


    No one bothered him. Despite his youth, the boy believed he was already skilled enough to enter this watering hole and sleep. They didn’t want him to prove it.
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    The door opened just before dawn. A female vampire glided in and went to the counter, shaking off snow.


    Rowan poured a double shot from the cheap bottle and pushed it across the dirty counter. “Good night?”


    “Fruitless.” Daphne downed the drink, gasping at the fire. “Don’t get upset. I’ll do better tomorrow…” She paused, hearing snores.


    “Job hunter, he says.” Rowan’s lips thinned. “Magic user.” He didn’t mention the name claim.


    Daphne ignored Rowan’s bitterness, studying the glow around the sleeping teenager. She scanned his golden hair, then the hard body beneath black fighting clothes. He was outfitted like a quester, but he put off the vibe of a child playing dress up. It was intriguing. “That scent…”


    Brian’s lids snapped open as cold danger swept through the bar. He stared at the stunning vampire woman, trying to bring up a shield to block her coming attack. He’d never seen such a beautiful face. “Wow.”


    Daphne had rules to follow. “How old are you?”


    “Seventeen.”


    Daphne chuckled, relieved that he was old enough to make a deal. “New meat is always best.”


    Brian flushed, but kept building his mental shield. This woman was dangerous to him in every way.


    “I have a job for you.” Daphne glided toward him, long red dress rustling. “A week at a time.” She bared her fangs as she came closer. “I get you first, then last. We’ll see what you’ve learned after being passed around the elite families.”


    Brian swallowed his panic. “Make the official bond.”


    Daphne held out a perfectly smooth hand, red nails glinting in the lanternlight. “For 10 services.”


    Brian trembled, blood rushing to places he rarely used. “What’s the pay?”


    “Half the service time will be training in vampire ways.” She glanced at him slyly. “That is why you came, is it not?”


    “Yes.” Brian’s hand clasped hers. “You have a deal. When does it start?”


    Daphne snatched him up and ran for her cellar den.


    Rowan smirked. “They always think we’ll honor the agreements.” He put the dirty shot glass into the bin. “Foolish mortals.”


     


    “No!” Brian cowered against the cellar wall where she’d shoved him.


    Daphne locked the door and rotated, fangs out. “Submit!”


    Brian screamed again, arm coming up to protect his neck.


    Daphne rushed toward him, hungry. Hunting was harder since the war.


    Brian cringed as she grabbed his arm… Then he blasted her with the alpha draw.


    Daphne stiffened, mentally struggling as he pried into her secrets. “Stop.”


    Brian slammed her with a wave of need next. Then he kissed her.


    He used his draw charm again, locking her in place against his mouth. Brian smiled, feeling fury under the lust now trying to control her. “I’m not an easy target.”


    He kissed her, hard, enjoying her mewling moans. “I’ll give you what you want, but not my blood. You have to earn that.”


    Daphne shuddered, torn between the lust and thirst.


    Brian kissed her again, letting go of the charm. His own body responded. “Mmm...”


    Her control snapped. She kissed him back, melting in his arms.


    Brian smirked against her lips. “The only thing a succubus vampire hybrid wants more than fresh blood is multiple orgasms.” He licked her lower lip. “I can give you those.”


    “Yes! Please!”


    Brian gave her what she was begging for, thanking his family for the inherited skill. No one could draw the opposite sex like a Mitchel. Using that talent had made them the most hated family on the planet.
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    “Again!”


    Brian stood, naked. His shredded clothing was all over the floor and the twin mattress. “In a few minutes.” He looked around, frowning. Her musty den was a bare room with a bed, a table and lantern, and a tiny washtub. He was shocked at the conditions. She’s not the boss. Leaders don’t live this way.


    He drank from his canteen, enjoying the moment. It wasn’t after sex tingles, though he had them, and it wasn’t from conquering the dangerous, panting woman on the bed without getting hurt. He was officially on his first quest. The feeling was indescribable.


    Daphne shivered, staring at his hands. She’d never had anyone do that to her before. “Why did you really come here?”


    “I need information.” Brian listened to the bar above them, hearing nothing. He assumed the bartender was sleeping, like Daphne should be. Sunlight was bright in the tiny, dirty window.


    “There are easier ways for a magic user to get that.” Daphne shut her lids, feeling daylight’s tug on her vampire half. She would sleep soon and be vulnerable, cold.


    Brian sniggered. “I’ll keep you warm.” He was tracking her thoughts, gleaning details she wouldn’t know to give on her own.


    She pouted, lip coming out. “You’ll slit my throat.”


    Brian went to the window to scan the dead town around her den. The window was covered in bloody handprints. “We have a deal in place. I’d never break it, though you would have.”


    Daphne growled. “Too much talking!”


    “Once more and then you sleep. When you get up, go hunting before you touch me.” Brian waited for her agreement.


    Daphne moaned. “I’ll make it an animal hunt so it’s fast. Be ready for me.”


    Brian climbed into the bed and slid on top of her. He adjusted his ready body as he rocked into her the way he’d discovered brought her the most pleasure.


    She squirmed, fangs descending. “Use the draw!”


    Brian blasted her with waves of need. He rocked harder, concentrating on his work. This was a job, like any other. It even came with a good feeling when accomplished. It deserved ruthless attention to detail.


     


    Above them, Rowan slapped the counter, surprised by the noises. “She was supposed to eat you!” Rowan began to hate them a little more with each moan he heard. “Never did meet a Mitchel I could stand.”
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    “How did you end up here?” Daphne’s ability to think had been restored with his promise kept, but she was still fuzzy from lack of sleep.


    Brian laid on his back, arms under his neck. “I followed the clues. I’m on a quest.”


    Daphne chuckled. “No, really.”


    Brian tried not to get angry. “You’re a slow learner.”


    Daphne stilled, mind working it through. She finally scowled at the insult. “The daylight robs me of many things. Don’t be cruel.”


    Brian grunted. “Never laugh at me. I won’t stand for it.”


    “Don’t be so sensitive.” She ran through the conversation. “Well?”


    Brian braced for more laughter. It was denial that he couldn’t tolerate this time. “I need to know how to reverse vampirism.”


    Daphne stared, mouth opening. She closed it, frowning.


    Brian was encouraged by that. He rolled toward her. “Tell me about the elite families.”


    Jealousy made Daphne’s face ugly. “Why?”


    Brian rubbed her deceptively delicate wrist in comfort. “They may have the information I need.”


    Daphne fought to stay awake, to think. “Who is it for?” She knew he wasn’t one of her kind.


    “My mother.” Brian wasn’t sure why he trusted Daphne with that, but he didn’t try to take it back.


    “You had a mother? That’s awesome.” She dropped down and put her head on his arm. “Hybrids can’t stay with their parents. We’re shipped off to a brothel, like this one, or we’re sent to the caves to be vampires.”


    Brian didn’t tell her his life story. He wanted hers. “Why can’t hybrids stay with their parents?”


    “We’re illegal. They’d get caught.”


    Brian sat and scooted over so she could still lean against him. “Who made the rules?”


    “It’s an old agreement. The humans let us stay, but only if we didn’t breed with them.” She shrugged. “A succubus doesn’t care about such trivial differences. We were made to mate.”


    Brian was fascinated. He ignored the cold draft to keep digging. “They hid the evidence?”


    “It was necessary. Humans don’t like our kind.” Daphne yawned, feeling safe. I hope he stays for a while.


    Brian kissed her cheek. “I will. Tell me more.”


    Daphne shivered, body always ready. She pushed it down, able to because she was more than sated. There wasn’t an inch of her body that didn’t smell like him. “The vampires use hybrids as whores.”


    Brian couldn’t help feeling sympathy. Her life hadn’t been much better than his own. “Do you want to keep living this way?”


    Daphne shrugged. “Is there another option?”


    Old magic filled her den. Brian was forced to say the words screaming in his mind. “I will give you freedom.”


    Daphne held him when he tensed, afraid something was wrong. She didn’t want him to be upset. If he gets angry, he might leave.


    “I’m searching the future. Go to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake.” Brian used a huge blast of energy to open mental doors.


    Daphne rested.


    Brian memorized the coming moments, heart pounding. There it is. The next stage of my quest.


    Daphne cuddled against his hip as sleep pulled her down.


    Brian rubbed her arm and resumed scanning the future.


     


     


    5


    “Get up! Time to work! Earn these plush rooms!” Rowan’s shouts echoed through the basement.


    Brian heard murmurs and realized there were more people in the rooms around them. “Vampires use hybrids...”


    “You have to kill my owner.”


    Brian turned at the sound of Daphne’s cold voice. He was at the window again as dusk approached, fully dressed and finishing his plans. He didn’t care if he’d been charmed. She was a damsel to be rescued, even at his own peril.


    Daphne held tight to the first hope she’d felt in decades. “It’s the only way I can be free.”


    “What did you leave out of the deal?” Brian had been stewing, but hadn’t found anything important.


    “It’s hard to leave a succubus.” Daphne stretched, body arching. “It usually ends in blood.”


    Brian confirmed his suspicions. “The bartender?”


    Daphne shivered, voice a bare whisper. “Rowan holds me with cold bonds. I must have an owner, even if it is a cruel one.”


    Brian came to her and sat on the bed. He stroked her soft cheek. “When did I lose control?”


    She chortled softly. “When you fell for a slave.”


    Brian sighed. “I’m already living up to my family legacy.” He stood, striding toward the door. “I need a drink.”


    “I didn’t mean now!”


    Brian kept going. “Mitchel’s never put off until tomorrow what we can slaughter today.”


    He left her cubby, walking up the steps to the bar that was lined in fading sunrays. In a couple of hours, patrons would flood this business with odd thirsts and danger.


    Brian picked the same stool he’d chosen before. He met Rowan’s eyes in the mirror as the hostile vampire wiped webs from bottles. “I want to buy Daphne. Name a price.”


    Rowan snorted. “A replacement who earns me as much dust.”


    Brian tried to appeal to the vampire’s good side if he had one. “If you let her go, I’ll owe you a favor.”


    “She charmed you.” Rowan leered. “It’s not the first time, boy. Piss off out of here while you can.”


    Brian chuckled. “I thought you said this wasn’t your first time.”


    Rowan straightened, staring down a crooked nose at him. “Not for her and not for your kind, either.” He tossed the towel onto the counter. “One vampire is too much for you to handle. There are five.”


    Brian shook his finger. “Lying is rude. There are three of you, with mirrors making it appear there are two sets of twins.” Brian grinned coldly. “I’m a Mitchel. Are you sure you want to do this?”


    The other two vampires tensed.


    “You didn’t tell them my name, only my age, right?” Brian met the eye of the nearest hulking man in the mirror. “You may know my mother...Alexa.”


    “We’re out.” The hired hand rose from the rock seat. “My brother and I have no fight with your family, kid. Good evening to you.”


    The brothers hurried from the brothel, vanishing.


    Brian ignored them, keeping his attention on the bartender. He didn’t grin now or rub it in. The mood was too serious; he was too new to these moments.


    Rowan leaned over the counter. “I hate your kind!”


    “You can’t attack me because you let me stay last night. I know the rules.”


    Rowan’s fangs descended. “The girls are mine!”


    Brian sighed. “I might trade.”


    Rowan sulked, sensing he was beaten. “You have nothing I want.”


    “I have blood bonds for sale.”


    Rowan’s rage faded, replaced by confused greed. “Explain.”


    “I need information.” Brian reached for an empty glass, spinning it as he slid it in front of the wary vampire. “Tell me what you see.” Brian leaned close, hidden hand now clutching his knife.


    Rowan did the same, fascinated with magic.


    Brian smirked over the spinning glass. “Checkmate.” He slammed his knife into the bartender’s throat and yanked down. Blood spilled over the slowing glass, shoving it to the right. It thumped to the hard floor and rolled, leaving a bloody streak.


    Brian stared into the vampire’s eyes while he gasped, helpless as his blood poured out. He slumped onto the counter, still draining.


    Brian propped the front door open, then pulled the body outside to the axe he’d placed there last night. “I think mom would be proud of me. Wonder if she’ll like Daphne...”
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    Brian wiped a spot on the board and picked up the small nub of blue chalk. He filled in a line.


    He hadn’t changed anything in the cozy bar except what they accepted for payment. He had cleaned up the blood, though he’d considered leaving it to prove a point about the strength of the new owner. He’d decided it would scare off too much business.


    “Rowan won’t like that.” Daphne took a seat at the bar, smelling bleach. She hated it.


    Brian wiped the chalk dust from his hands. “Wild dogs are eating him. I can hear them chewing.”


    Daphne stared. “You’re working for him now, right? He gave you a job.”


    “I cut off his head and left it by the front door.” Brian gestured.


    Daphne went to the door and peered out into the snow, scared to believe him.


    Brian poured a shot from the most expensive bottle as she came back to the counter.


    Daphne downed the shot, grunting. She didn’t ask how he’d accomplished it. She just enjoyed knowing that he had.


    Brian whistled.


    Daphne tensed as a lean wolf rose from under a nearby booth. It came to the bar, gazing up at the boy in adoration.


    Brian waved. “This is Runt.”


    “Did you charm it?” Daphne wanted to touch the wolf, but she wasn’t stupid. It reeked of danger, even more than herself.


    Brian didn’t take offense. “No. He likes me.”


    Daphne smiled. “Well, we have that in common. I expect we’ll adjust.”


    Brian placed a hand over hers. “What’s next?”


    Daphne shuddered. “His clan will come for you, for us. All the slaves will be redistributed if you die.”


    “And after I kill them? What happens to the girls?” Brian had to know he was doing this for more than one female, no matter how much he wanted her.


    Daphne frowned. “They’ll be yours to benefit from.”


    Brian used a firm tone. “They will be set free.”


    Daphne chuckled. “We are succubus, vampire hybrids. You can take away the job, but we will still find the sex. You can protect us with your name.”


    “Us?”


    Daphne shrugged, trained not to show emotions like love or jealousy to an owner. “That is your choice. You don’t have to share yourself.”


    Brian scanned the chalkboard.


    Accepted payment: Information.


    “What if I walk away right now?”


    Daphne tensed. “I’ll waste away. In one day, I’ve changed.”


    Brian glided into place behind the bar as the main door opened, admitting the first customer of the night. “So have I.”
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    Good Company


    Alabama/Tennessee Stateline


    Late November
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    “Thank you for gifting me.”


    Alexa frowned at Edward as he laid on the frozen ground by her boots. “Concentrate!”


    Edward notched the arrow. “I mean it. I’m grateful.”


    Alexa huffed. “Show it by hitting your target.”


    The deer herd was small but healthy, all grazing without concern despite the two people in sight. The trees were covered in an inch of snow, but the sun had melted the top branches, providing a slushy surface that made a lot of noise. She’d brought him here to hunt, hoping it would give him a challenge. His stalling was unexpected.


    Edward paused again, glancing up. “I feel trouble coming.”


    Alexa didn’t scold him again. She felt it, too. They were alone here, but at the same time, they weren’t. “We’ve been training hard; we’re in shape. We’ll handle what comes.” She glared at him. “Are you nervous using a new weapon?”


    Edward chuckled. “Yes. The wood in my hand is frightening.”


    She snorted curtly at his humor, but she enjoyed it. Edward wasn’t like Billy, who took every opportunity to crack a joke. “What’s up with you?”


    He hesitated. “Can I be honest?”


    “Of course.” He had her full attention now.


    Edward sighed. When the wizard had warned him about the future, he’d sensed the vampire change. He’d been telling Edward a different life was coming. Now that it was here, Edward couldn’t find it in himself to regret it. “The thought of danger coming our way pleases me.”


    Alexa relaxed. “That’s because we’re not meant to spend the winter playing house.” She grinned at him. “Though it has been fun.”


    Edward was relieved to know his feelings weren’t singular. He didn’t want any of them to be hurt, but he longed for the need to use his skills.


    Alexa pointed at the grazing targets. “Now, or the others will starve next week.” She lunged forward to scare the small herd of deer, forcing him to react.


    The herd scattered, hopping over each other and the rocky ground as icy slush flew from their hooves.


    Edward stood, bow lifting… His arrow hit, taking down a large buck.


    He immediately jogged to it before nature could make a claim.


    Alexa joined him as the herd regrouped 100 yards away. “Nice shot.”


    Edward enjoyed her praise. “Never used a bow before the war. I like it.”


    “So do I. I’ve always found it soothing.”


    Alexa’s scarred skin glinted in the sunset. Neither of them was wearing cloaks. They didn’t feel the cold as much now. He watched her arm muscles stretch under firm skin, flashed to kissing that spot less than an hour ago. She had asked for a service right here in the woods. He’d eagerly obliged, but even during, he’d been distracted.


    Edward inhaled deeply, catching her smell. He marveled at his new senses, the luster to his black hair, the sparkle that was brighter in his blue eyes. He looked younger, but even better, he felt it.


    Edward put the bow into the sheath on his back, then knelt by the buck. He broke off the arrow in its chest, glad the animal had died quickly. His first kill last week hadn’t. He’d had to end its misery with his knife. That hadn’t been enjoyable.


    Edward listened to the deer herd chuff and stomp their anger. The new senses were amazing, but he also had a new voice in his mind that came from Alexa releasing their gifts. Then she’d forbidden them to use it unless the situation required it. She’d also started to teach them the rules, the first of which, they all hated: never without permission.


    “You’ll take the food back to Jacob?”


    Edward nodded. “Go hunt. I’m good.”


    Alexa glided away from him, alert for trouble. She didn’t want to hunt helpless deer. She craved a human source.


    Edward pulled the warm carcass across the snowy ground to their cart, marveling at his strength. In the three weeks they’d been here, all of them had bulked up. Even Alexa had put on a little weight, though it was barely noticeable. If not for satisfying her needs, he might not have. The others worried it might be pregnancy, but Alexa had informed them vampires don’t reproduce.


    They hadn’t asked how she knew. They’d accepted that answer because it was what they wanted to hear. But they were all watching her in case the information was wrong. A few of their crew suspected Alexa was keeping the peace until the chaos had to happen.


    Edward didn’t. He trusted her in every way. He just couldn’t stop thinking about being connected to her for life. His desire to be her mate was growing. Their trips out hunting together had increased those urges.


    Edward saw Alexa had stopped a few feet away. She was staring into the west, like she did often. Her hand slid to her gun…


    Edward ran to her, drawing his own.


    She peered into the light snow. “We have a supplier coming.”


    Edward holstered. “Do we need anything he has?”


    Alexa shrugged. “Let’s go find out.”


    Edward stayed on her heels as she strode into the snowy street to meet the lone man trekking through the storm with a mule. Edward found it suspicious.


    Alexa assumed it was fate. She began preparing for news that would put them back on the road. She wasn’t ready yet, but she would follow where the quest led. That was the job.


    The man coming toward them was buried in a long coat; he wore boots that came to his thighs. He led a mule on a rope, loaded with bags covered in snow. The deep white fluff on his hat said he’d been traveling through the storm.


    The trader spotted Alexa and Edward. He waved a gloved hand.


    Alexa returned the gesture. She kept her other hand on her gun. The trader was their first visitor, but there had been engines in the distance. The team had all been glad when none of them stopped.


    “Hello!” The man stopped 10 feet away, studying them. After a minute, he grinned, showing straight, white teeth. “Happy evening to you.”


    “The same, friend.” Alexa enjoyed the old speech. She’d learned it from her father, but rarely got to use it.


    Tall, wearing a bright yellow scarf, the trader was a cross between a gunfighter and a pilot from the old world. His trench coat was wide with bulging pockets and the odd fit of his clothes suggested he was fat and slow, but Alexa didn’t fall for it. The dangerous strength said to be careful. She liked that.


    The trader stomped snow from his boots. “Nice night we’re having here.”


    Edward chuckled. “Yep. Might even get some weather later.”


    The man’s laughter brayed into the storm. “That we might.” The trader tugged on the rope to stop the mule that was still plodding forward. “I have a few items you may be interested in.”


    Alexa rotated toward their cabin. “Come share a hot drink, then we’ll trade.”


    “I’d be honored.” The trader tugged on the mule rope again and followed.


    Edward stayed next to the stranger, taking in details like he was supposed to.


    The trader glanced over. “Are you the boss?”


    Edward shook his head.


    The trader grunted. “Didn’t think so. Might be a problem for you tomorrow.”


    Edward braced for the bad news he’d felt coming. “Why is that?”


    “A group of resistance fighters are marching in this direction. They’re okay with magic, and most creatures, but they don’t tolerate female leadership.”


    “Thank you for the information.” Edward chose the simplest solution. “When they come through, I’ll be the boss.”


    The trader chuckled. “Knew you were smart.” He extended a hand. “I’m Ulysses G. Smith.”


    “Edward.” He shook, wondering if the comment about magic and creatures meant the trader had noticed they were different. Edward hoped not. It would be a shame to feed the trader to Alexa for a midnight snack.


    Alexa paused on the porch. The cabin and surrounding area fit the post-apocalyptic landscape, but the steady stream of smoke from the snowy chimney told strangers someone was here. It was dangerous, but she’d refused to run a cold camp for the entire winter. She opened the door, hand still on her gun. “We have company.”


    The team rose, joining her. Billy and Jacob took her right, while David and Daniel took her left. All four were in socks, jeans, and tank tops, showing strength and signs of previous battles in scar lined skin. It was impressive.


    Edward waved the trader inside. “I’ll stable your mule if you like. We have a small pen.”


    Ulysses nodded. “She needs to drink, but don’t feed her. She has a blockage. Needs to push it through.”


    Edward led the big, docile animal around the side of the cabin.


    “This is Ulysses. He’s a trader.” Alexa let the stranger enter first. “He needs a meal and a hot drink.”


    Daniel had the food shift tonight. He went to get the items while observing their guest.


    Hammocks swayed gently in the corners, casting shadows over neatly packed bedrolls and kits waiting to be grabbed on a moment’s notice. The bedroom held three more similar setups. The rest of the cabin was stocked with wood, dried food, water jugs, and junk that Edward was reclaiming for ammunition. It wasn’t the cozy home of refugees. Daniel wondered if the trader would notice.


    Billy and the others holstered at Alexa’s signal, resuming their places around the cabin.


    Alexa shut the door, returning them to a muffled silence broken only by the occasional thump of a tree branch giving from the weight of ice and snow.


    Ulysses sank down by the fire with a grunt and a fart. “Oh. My pardon.”


    “Beans do that to you.” She pointed at the bowl Daniel was filling. “We have deer stew.”


    “Sounds good.” The trader dropped a small pouch by her hand. “For your hospitality.”


    Alexa stored it without peering into the bag. “It’s our honor. Stay in peace. Leave the same come dawn.”


    Ulysses relaxed. “This is nice. I’ve never met a magic vampire.”


    Alexa shook her head as her team tensed. “Ulysses makes his living on catching details, my pets. Like us.”


    “Aye. It serves me well to know who my clients are.” Ulysses took the bowl. “My thanks.”


    Daniel nodded, but he didn’t feel right using their speech in return. Alexa hadn’t taught it to the team yet, but they were picking it up. “Do you have many clients around here?”


    Ulysses talked while he chewed. “Just a town almost two weeks back. Some kid was raising hell there. Scuttlebutt said he was a Mitchel.”


    Alexa chuckled.


    The trader swallowed. “Those Mitchels certainly know how to get under people’s skin.”


    “Yes.” Alexa shrugged. “The family reputation is a bit…harsh.”


    The trader shoveled in more food. “Young for so much success against vampires.” He slurped in a gulp of the hearty broth. “And alone. Kid might be a badass if he lives long enough.”


    “He was with vampires?” Billy was happy the boy was already working on his quest.


    “Yeah, he claimed the daughter of a prominent tribe and killed her controller.” Ulysses belched. “She was being slaved out to passing travelers. I heard the kid sexed her up. She won’t even look at anyone else now.”


    Laughter floated through the warm room.


    Ulysses joined them, snorting.


    Edward’s arrival ended the amusement. “Your mule is going to die.”


    The trader grunted. “I’ll find a new one. Always have.”


    “Fate provides...” Alexa sipped the hot coffee Daniel handed to her.


    “And man takes advantage.” Ulysses shoved in another mouthful, chewing and talking. “I was telling your guy about fighters coming this direction. They’re going to the bunker.”


    That got everyone’s attention. Silence fell except for the trader chewing.


    Alexa sighed. “Resistance?”


    Ulysses bobbed his head. “Yep.”


    “Are there soldiers left in the other bunkers?”


    The trader shrugged at her. “Not around here. They got the call to come east for support. The call came from a female. They know it’s a trap. They’re going to wipe them out, I hope.”


    Alexa added her agreement. “Slavery is wrong, no matter the gender.”


    Ulysses scanned her men. “She’s a good one.”


    The team snickered. They already knew.


    Alexa took the bowl Daniel brought to her. “Is the resistance organizing? Here or anywhere else?”


    “No contact from the west in a while now. Around here, the resistance is men and the enemy is women.” Ulysses gave her a pointed look. “Towns have been split; families ripped apart. Don’t get mixed up in that.”


    “Not unless fate shoves them into our path.” Alexa didn’t say more, not wanting to make a promise she wouldn’t keep. She motioned Jacob to bring over her cloak.


    “What will you do when they come here?” Ulysses waited for her answer, spoon pausing.


    Alexa rolled her eyes. “I’ll be playing the role of slave for a day or two.”


    Ulysses snickered. “Guess that’s a role you don’t play often.”


    All her crew snorted.


    Alexa took the cloak from Jacob and began removing pouches. “What can we offer for a full account of your travels through this wasteland?”


    Ulysses gestured. “A warm place to sleep and none of those slugs you’re all loaded with.”


    She frowned. “You remind me of my father.”


    Ulysses grunted. “I may have trained with a Mitchel at some of the same places, long before the war.”


    Alexa was drawn. “Would you speak of those days?”


    The trader shook his head. “What’s done is done.”


    “Fair enough.” Alexa pushed two pouches toward him. “These are for your silence after you leave.”


    Ulysses frowned. “The men coming through will tell tales.”


    She shrugged. “Perhaps, but they may not see what you have.”


    Ulysses snickered. “Clever Mitchels. No wonder you’ve all survived so long.”


    Alexa chuckled. “Yes, we have a winning way with people when we’re not making bitter enemies of them.”


    The trader scooped up the pouches and stored them. “Your secrets are safe with me. Now, what would you like to know?”


    Alexa leaned in. “Everything you want to tell me.”


    Ulysses stared. “I would answer any question, were you not already bound to a quest...”


    Alexa’s eagerness dimmed. “We will not be drawn from our goal to serve any other cause, no matter how worthy.”


    The trader grunted, shifting for a good spot on the floor. “Then I’ll tell you about the area you’ve chosen. It’s not peaceful here. Quite the opposite, in fact.”
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    Evening came with heavy wind, smothering the small town in icy waves. Nothing moved outside the cabin except nature.


    Alexa was sorry that wouldn’t last. The trader had told them about the soldiers and their weapons, but he’d been unable to give more. All he kept saying was the Colonel would do anything to accomplish his goal. The leader of the resistance had clearly made an impression on the trader and she doubted he was easily impressed. Alexa hoped the good vibes held steady with their next guests. This one had been full of needed items and information, with a great attitude and respect for the situation. She’d enjoyed his company. It was a nice change.


    Edward handed Alexa a cup of tea, aware of the sleeping, sweaty men in the warm cabin. They smelled like the best feast he’d ever attended. It wasn’t just because of the sweet blood pumping through those arms and legs. These lives were special. He could smell it on them.


    So could Alexa. She stared at Edward in sympathy and firm denial.


    Edward went to the fire to pour a cup of coffee for himself. Everyone else was sleeping, though the trader was doing it sitting against the wall. His light snores were steady, almost soothing.


    Alexa yawned, then emptied her cup. It had been such a good evening that she was loath to end it.


    Edward wasn’t sure what to offer her next. He listened for clues to anything else she wanted.


    She stood, moving toward the door. “Are you coming?”


    Edward was on her heels in seconds, mood improving.


    Alexa pulled up her hood as she slipped out, scanning for the prey she’d sensed.


    Edward shut the door without acknowledging Daniel. The Biker had woken the instant Alexa had risen. He would take over the watch now.


    Wind pushed against them; snow floated over their cloaks, but neither of them felt the cold like the others would have. Alexa wished things hadn’t changed, but saving the vampire baby had been necessary–not for their safety, but for her sanity. No matter the type, it was just a baby. She held a deep compassion in her heart for those tiny creatures. I’ll never have my own.


    Alexa’s sadness wafted over Edward. He started to give her comfort but stopped himself. She doesn’t want that. It’s not my duty.


    Alexa was proud of Edward for learning to control himself no matter the situation.


    The pair vanished into the snow, following her mental map.


    Daniel sat on the stool by the counter to keep an eye on the door and their guest. The trader had been knowledgeable about the area, but they’d all stayed cool with him because he hadn’t told Alexa stories about her dad. She rarely asked for anything. They hated her being denied.


    Daniel enjoyed the last of the strong coffee and the quiet of the cabin, but he couldn’t help feeling restless. We’ve been here too long, I think. He decided to mention it to Alexa after all their company had come and gone.


    Daniel got comfortable on the stool and listened hard, trying to hear the snow fall.


    He was still there when Edward and Alexa returned, both flushed from a successful hunt.
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    “You could stay longer.” Edward held the door for the trader an hour after dawn. The cold wind blew flakes inside. “She likes you.”


    Ulysses hefted himself over the threshold, loaded down. “How can you tell?”


    Edward chuckled. “She gave you more supplies than you can carry. Then she made Billy and David go out this morning to find you a new mount.”


    Ulysses started down the snowy stairs, pulling on his hat. “We’ll meet again. She made sure I’ll cover this route.”


    “That she did.” Edward understood Alexa’s friendly behavior with the trader. Ulysses was a way for them to resupply some things through the winter, and longer if they came back here. If they didn’t, someone else would get that benefit.


    “Let’s prepare for our company.”


    Edward shut the door at Alexa’s order. A large group of armed fighters were coming. “Do we pack? Hide until they’re gone?”


    “We gather their information like a fine harvest.” Alexa unbuckled her gun belts. She held them out to Edward. “Hold these until I need them.”


    Edward took her weapons with reverence and unease. “This isn’t right.”


    Alexa didn’t like how it felt to be without her Colts either. “All it requires is acting like what each of you are. My role will be harder. I’ve not been a submissive female in my entire life.”


    Edward chuckled. “You’re not that, even without the guns. Your scars warn people, if they’re wise enough to listen.”


    Alexa needed the reassurance. “And if they don’t?”


    “We’ll kill them for you.” Edward’s tone hardened as the others nodded. “You’re as safe without the guns as you are with them.”


    Alexa smiled at her team in full joy, bringing every man there to his knees.


     


    Outside, Ulysses was also slammed by the wave. He dropped heavily into the snow. He wiped away tears as it faded, chuckling. “Yeah, I definitely came to the right place.”​
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    Everyone heard their next visitors before spotting them. Alexa had rotated the team between the roof and the tiny attic of the cabin to make sure they had a warning, but it wasn’t necessary. The group of resistance fighters was making enough noise to alert anyone in a five-mile radius. Animals fled before it; birds deserted their nests. Gunshots echoed in a familiar pattern.


    “They’ll scare away our food.”


    Edward shook his head at David’s comment. “The animals will come back when the noise is gone. That’s the way of the world.”


    Alexa studied the resistance fighters as they appeared on the horizon. She was drawn first to the heavy winter gear they were wearing. Other than the gloves, which were ragged, their boots, coats, and hats were perfect for the weather. The next thing she noticed was swords and knives. There were only a few guns in sight on the four dozen men.


    She amended the count as the tail of the convoy came into view. Six dozen. They were also low on vehicles. She believed that was because of limited fuel. Rusting hulks were everywhere in this apocalypse, but without tires, a good battery, and usable fuel, they were staying right where they were.


    “I think I recognize a few of them.” Billy handed the binoculars to Alexa. “They were in the town where I joined you.”


    Alexa studied the former captives, also recognizing them. “They’ve found a different strength to cling to.”


    Edward took the glasses when she handed them over, spotting a weapons cart behind what he assumed was a chuckwagon. He narrowed in on two soldiers in the center of the convoy who were wearing medical patches. “They have doctors.”


    Edward went to the door at Alexa’s motion. He wasn’t sure he could pull off this act, but he was determined to try. He had little doubt that he and the rest of her crew could eliminate most of these men before they could get their cart open, but he hoped it didn’t come to that. These were former slaves fighting tyranny. He was solidly on their side.


    “Play it as if we’re your team. As you make the calls, we’ll shift to fit what you decide. It’s exactly the same as it’s always been. This is just a test of your skills.” Alexa had considered giving him a complete game plan, but fate never cooperated with such schemes. She had found over her years of trials that improvising often served best. This would be Edward’s turn to learn that lesson.


    “Here.” Edward handed her a thin gold band, refusing to meet her eyes. He stepped around her, waving their team along.


    Edward opened the door and proceeded onto the snowy front porch. He stood above the steps, hands on his guns while he scanned the group.


    The rest of the team came out and lined the porch, also fingering their guns. They wanted it clear they were ready to fight.


    Alexa came out last. She ignored dozens of eyes crawling over her in favor of studying the leader while he was sizing up her team. He was adorable. She could understand why a woman would want to grab him and never let go. She just didn’t approve of the methods the slavers used. A willing bond was always better. She noted the intelligence next, and understood their decoy plan wasn’t going to work for long. Edward had been trained to follow first and take charge second. A true leader would notice that difference.


    Edward felt Alexa’s interest in the leader. He couldn’t blame her for it. The man had beautiful dark skin and a bald scalp that Edward knew she found sexy. Add that to bulging muscles and it was enough to draw any female. Edward was surprised the man had gotten free from his owner.


    The cold resistance fighters stopped around the adorable man, letting him handle the negotiations. While they waited, they stared at the empty town, the supplies in the cabin, and the only woman in sight.


    “I hope you don’t mind company.”


    Edward used a polite tone. “You don’t mess with mine and I won’t mess with yours.”


    The leader chuckled, hand out as he stepped forward. “I’m Marshal Sanders.”


    Edward shook hands, feeling calluses. That was encouraging. Soft people didn’t last long in this world. “Edward.”


    Marshal gestured. “This is my XO, Dwayne.”


    Dwayne nodded, but didn’t speak.


    The resistance fighters stared at all of them as Marshal got the lay of the land. Their actions were wary, weary. They weren’t happy comrades fighting for a common cause. They were survivors who’d banded together because being alone meant death or being recaptured. It made them desperate, dangerous.


    “We’ll take some trees, and water from the spring.” Marshal smiled again. “Other than that, we won’t mess with what’s yours.”


    Edward pointed to a generous thicket on the opposite end of town that he had already decided would provide their next stock of firewood. “You can have three quarters of that. Stack the rest as payment.”


    “Deal.” Marshal scanned the five gunfighters lined behind Edward. “Have you been here long? Taking a break on your way somewhere?”


    Edward followed the instinct that said not to lie. “Taking a break for winter. If you survive whatever battle you’re on the way to, maybe we can deal come spring.”


    Marshal was glad to hear they had items for trade. “We’re low on food and ammo.”


    “I might be able to help.” Edward saw the man’s eyes go to the cabin behind him. “I know where stashes are. I didn’t bring them here. Moments like this are the reason why.”


    Marshal shrugged. “I have an army to outfit. Right and wrong mean little.”


    “I believe right and wrong mean everything.” Edward gestured toward the springs. “Stay out of the biggest one. We use it.”


    Marshal began giving instructions to Dwayne.


    Edward wanted to turn and look at Alexa to see how well he’d done. He resisted the urge. He had no doubt that Marshal was going to ask about her. The mood of the resistance fighters wasn’t good. It was a situation any leader would be forced to deal with. Edward hoped this one made the right choice.


    Marshal’s men began handling the chores that had been assigned.


    Marshal turned back to Edward. “Is she for rent?”


    “No.”


    Marshal studied them, picking out details. “Is she for sale?”


    Edward scowled. “She’s my wife.”


    Behind him, Alexa twisted the uncomfortable ring on her finger. She had no idea why Edward had been carrying it, but it was a perfect addition to their act.


    Marshal motioned toward the chuckwagon. “We’ll try to keep the noise down, but the men like to drink after they eat. I’ll keep them under control.”


    Edward used an ugly tone to enforce his words. “If you don’t, I will.”


    Marshal’s eyes narrowed. “You’d kill your own over a female?”


    Edward tapped his gun. “In a heartbeat. Make sure they know.”


    Marshal glanced at Edward’s crew. “What about them? Family or hired hands?”


    “Volunteers.”


    Marshal frowned. “Volunteers for what? Why are you here?”


    Edward sighed. This part was like holding a lit stick to a fuse and hoping it didn’t catch. “I’ve told you she isn’t for sale or rent. You can’t use them to get to her. We’re loyal.”


    Each one of the crew nodded at Marshal when he scanned them for verification of those words.


    “Where are you going? Why are you here?” Edward demanded the same answers the man had tried to get from him without observing the proper niceties.


    “We’re going to the big bunker in the east. I don’t want your woman. I need your men.” Marshal smiled coldly. “And you, of course. I need fighters.”


    Edward snorted. “You’ll have to look elsewhere. We’re not for rent or sale, either.”


    Marshal frowned. “We’re going to conquer the last government bunker so that all men can be free. You should be on the front lines with us. In one more year, all males will be born slaves, per the new laws. We have to stop that!”


    Edward yawned.


    Marshal’s face froze at the insult.


    Edward could tell the man was making a dangerous choice. “You might get lucky enough to win, but it’ll take all the help you have. There’s no fight against the bunker if you challenge us. I’ll personally make sure you never get there.”


    Marshal grinned. “Hardasses. Nice.” He relaxed. “We’ll eat, sleep, and go. Thank you for your gracious hospitality.”


    “Go blow smoke up someone else’s ass.”


    Marshal laughed this time. “Fine.” His attitude went cold. “You don’t mess with mine, and I won’t mess with yours. That’s our deal.”


    Edward felt the danger pass. He evened out his hard tone. “We’ll have a trade talk in a couple hours if you’re interested.”


    “Just call me when you’re ready.” Marshal joined his men.


    Edward motioned their crew back into the cabin. He followed them in and shut the door. He leaned against it, staring at Alexa.


    Alexa sighed. “He’s not buying it. They’re searching the other cabins now. They think a woman is holding you hostage.”


    Edward snorted, but didn’t speak his thought.


    Alexa caught it anyway. “I see the similarities.”


    “But we can leave. We choose not to.”


    “The same is true of me.” Alexa didn’t smile, though she wanted to. “That’s what makes our setup so perfect.”


    Edward drew her guns from his cloak pocket. “It doesn’t feel that way unless you have these.”


    Alexa tucked the worn weapons into her cloak instead of donning them. “We’ll keep playing this until it pops. Be generous in the trades. Make them happy. I don’t want to kill them unless we have to.”


    “Me either. In another time, I might have helped Marshal lead them to that bunker.”


    Alexa sighed. “Same.”
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    Edward pushed the curtains aside. “I changed my mind. I don’t want you to go out there alone.”


    Alexa picked up their empty buckets. “They’re not going to believe the act if you do it. I have to play the role.”


    Edward’s frown grew. “Maybe we should just skip the role.”


    Alexa paused. “If you decide to play it that way, that’s what we’ll do. What do you see coming out of it?”


    Edward sighed unhappily. “I think we’ll have to kill them all.”


    “I predict the same. Killing them will not help our country.” Alexa stepped out into the cold chill and kicked the door shut.


    Edward scanned the other men, reading his uneasiness in their expressions. “It’s nice she doesn’t want to kill them… Right?”


    Everyone nodded, but it was obvious they didn’t want to trade Alexa for that.


    “Do you think she should have a guard?”


    Edward shook his head, denying Jacob. “I’m hoping she’ll pick up details by herself that we may have missed.”


    Jacob glared. “Was that Alexa’s idea or yours?”


    Edward flushed. “I suggested it. She went for it. Then I tried to pull it back and she wouldn’t let me.”


    Billy and Daniel chuckled. That was the Alexa they knew.


    Jacob marched to the window to keep an eye on her.


    Edward allowed it, not viewing that as a violation of an order. He also wanted Alexa protected. If a fight broke out between her and their guests, Edward wanted to be there for it. The time they’d spent here being peaceful was wearing on his nerves. And I’m getting very hungry.
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    “Do you need help?”


    Alexa set the bucket down as one of the resistance men approached her in the fading sunset.​


    The water pool behind her rippled.


    She stepped away from it. They’d learned to avoid the water here at night. Bigger predators liked to fish then.


    Sylvester hurried over to lift the bucket, scanning her body. His dark eyes lit up in hunger as he reached her face.


    Alexa controlled her natural reaction to punch him as he continued to leer.


    “What’s your name?”


    Alexa followed her instincts. “Mitchel.”


    Sylvester laughed hard, almost spilling the bucket.


    Alexa walked behind him, not certain which way he had taken her words. His reaction wasn’t clear.


    “I told Marshal you all were special. He said you probably just snap around a cock like a rubber band, but I knew!” The man laughed again.


    Alexa was glad it wasn’t mocking or derision, as if he didn’t believe her. That was one of her few weaknesses. She didn’t care about the crude language; she hated to be laughed at.


    “How did you end up with hardasses?”


    “I volunteered.” Alexa winced at the hard tone in her voice. She didn’t sound like the situation. That was a mistake.


    Sylvester didn’t notice. He lifted the bucket under his arm and slid his free hand around her waist. He tugged her close. “Burr. You’re cold.”


    Alexa controlled her temper and used her brain. “I cost more than you can afford.”


    Sylvester leaned in to sniff her. He stared, judging her value and deciding his future in an instant. “I might pay everything I have.”


    Alexa felt old magic stir. She hated being bound to such awful rules and chains, but there was no fighting it. “Those terms have to be settled with my owner.”


    Sylvester chuckled. “Mitchels don’t have owners. They have handlers.”


    Alexa didn’t like how much he knew about her family, but that was a common feeling. Her relatives had gotten out of control too many times for people to be unaware of them.


    Sylvester let go of her.


    A second later, Marshal came around the corner of the cabin. He spotted Alexa’s cold expression and jerked his hand toward the other men. “The woman can carry her own water. Get back to base.”


    Sylvester saluted and left, casting lingering looks at Alexa over his shoulder.


    Snow crunched under his feet, drowning out a little of the noise from the men who were getting settled for the night. The smell of wood burning and coffee scorching in the pot was thick. Metal clinked, voices murmured, men laughed or called orders... Alexa suddenly missed the quiet that had been broken.


    When they were alone, Marshal turned to Alexa with the same needy face.


    Alexa let out a sound of misery. “Whatever you want, I can’t help you. You should forget it.”


    He gestured. “I know you’re not a slave.”


    “We’re here willingly. We want no part of your quest. We have our own!”


    Marshal picked up the bucket. He walked toward the cabin.


    Alexa followed, trying to read his thoughts.


    “I feel you tinkering, but I have a shield up.” Marshal kept going. “I learned how to do it from a magic user we ran across a couple months ago. Your kind can’t get through.”


    Alexa chose not to tell him all shields were weak against mental fire. “Maybe you should teach it to your men. I hear the big bunker is full of females who have gifts.”


    Marshal grunted. “My men hate magic. They don’t want any part of it, except to eliminate it.”


    She caught the wording while storing the fact that the trader had lied to them. “But you see the uses.”


    Marshal kept his pace slow, not wanting their conversation to end yet. “I’m not afraid of magic. I don’t feel the need to eliminate it from existence. It was put here for a purpose. I’d rather use it.”


    Alexa took the bucket, being careful not to touch him or spill the water.


    Marshal seized her wrist. They both froze at the contact.


    Edward stopped, staring at them. He had come around the corner right as Marshal grabbed her. Edward’s hands were already on his guns.


    Alexa gave a single shake of her head to dissuade him.


    “I need your help.” Marshal gazed into her eyes, heart pounding.


    Alexa let go of the bucket. She leapt out of the way as it fell, splashing Marshal in icy spring water.


    “Damn it!”


    Alexa went toward Edward while Marshal wiped off the water. When she kept going, Edward stayed, understanding he was supposed to handle this.


    Alexa pulled her guns from the cloak and put them on.


    Edward breathed a sigh of relief. Things can get back to normal now.


    Marshal kept wiping off the water, chills already hitting him. He ignored Edward in favor of watching Alexa put on her Colts. “Are you her captives?”


    Edward scowled. “No. Please remember our deal. Don’t mess with mine. I won’t mess with yours.”


    Alexa wearing guns drew the attention of all the former slaves. Men dropped cups and bowls. They stood up, expressions thunderous.


    Alexa kept going, hoping she wasn’t forced to kill them. The things she’d viewed in Marshal’s future were good for the country if he was able to pull it off. She didn’t want this to stand between them and a better tomorrow for their citizens. They needed the slavery law overturned. If he and this ragtag band could take out the big bunker, the survivors might have peace until Safe Haven returned.


    Marshal and Edward came around the corner, laughing at a joke Edward had just told to calm things down. The difference in mood flipped everyone into a state of confusion that paused the coming violence.


    Marshal signaled to his men. “There’s no threat here.” He joined them, still chuckling at Edward’s joke. I too prefer it very wet, just not this cold.


    Edward went to the front porch of their cabin and sat in the rocker. He was joined by Billy and Daniel.


    Alexa continued into the cabin and began gathering items for trade. She left the door open, hoping it would keep things calmer if they knew she wasn’t planning an ugly demise inside these walls. Their suspicions would turn to begging next, and then anger. She was dreading it.


    She couldn’t do what Marshal was going to ask of her. Marshal was impressed by her men. Now that he knew she was responsible, he was going to ask her for assistance. The worst part was that she was tempted to do it. If the slaves waited here during the winter, it would not only allow her small levels of progress with them, it would also allow for more training of her own crew.


    But there was no way they would avoid violence. Some of these men were rapists, and all of them were killers. Before winter was over, she would bury half of them. It wasn’t worth the extra stain on her soul to know they wouldn’t have enough troops when they left here to win that bunker battle. Marshal already knew she was going to refuse. Dropping the water on him had been a warning. When begging failed, he might make a hasty plan to force her. She’d given him enough rope to hang himself.


    Jacob slid closer to Mark. “Are we back to normal now?”


    Mark grunted. “Just keep following Edward’s lead until she tells us otherwise.”


    Jacob already knew to do that. He watched the big group of men settle around a generous stack of wood, inwardly wincing at all the noise. Trees were being chopped, split, and tossed into stacks. Vehicles were being parked at the entrance to the town, creating a small barricade to the main road. Shouting over the wind instead of using hand signals was the worst part for Jacob. They didn’t act stupid, though. He assumed it was laziness or lack of strong authority.


    He was banking on the first. Marshal was laboring alongside his men, but not all of them were cooperating. Well over half the group was standing around, staring at the open cabin door. It was a bad situation.


    The others felt it too, especially David. He was getting some of their thoughts. It wasn’t good. They’re going to require a demonstration, Boss, or we’ll be overrun while we sleep. They’re used to taking what they need.


    Alexa didn’t respond to David’s thought, but the rest of the crew stood, creating a line of death between her and the men.


    Marshal felt the danger coming. He strode toward the hardasses. “Is there a problem?”


    Edward frowned at him. “Some of your men have ugly plans for tonight. I may need to thin your herd.”


    Marshal swept his men, seeing they were eager to kill. That was usually a good thing. This time, it would wipe them out. He made sure he was loud enough for everyone to hear. “Safe Haven!”


    Time slowed as Alexa came to the cabin door.


    The resistance fighters directed confusion and distrust at her, but she held only a little of those emotions for them. She respected the males for not giving up. Now that they’d been freed, the men looked more like the Americans that Alexa had loved all her life. It gave her more pity than she was used to feeling. Their homesick faces and bruised skin said they needed the apocalypse to end soon. They weren’t going to make it much longer.


    Edward shifted aside so Alexa could take her place in the front.


    “Now we get the real picture.” Marshal gestured at her. “The daughter of Adrian Mitchel.”


    Alexa let her eyes bleed red to verify his claim. Then she pulled up her hood and advanced into the snow. She headed for the biggest group of killers, feet light and hands ready.


    Edward stayed on her heels, motioning the rest of their team to protect from that side. As Edward reached Marshal, he stepped by him and then spun around.


    Marshal didn’t fight as Edward wrapped a big arm around his neck. He’d been caught off guard and he knew it.


    Alexa kept walking as Marshal’s men shouted and ran her way.


    The first guy to reach her grabbed her by the neck. “Let him go or I’ll kill her!”


    Alexa inhaled, snatching his lifeforce in one huge gulp.


    The other men recoiled, forgetting the desire to grab her.


    She shoved the dry husk to the snow and belched hard.


    Silence held among the horrified men. Before they could decide to fight or take flight, Alexa held up her hands and muttered. A huge blast of wind blew snow into the air where it hung as if suspended on wires. Time paused as the flakes became a large vision of the future.


    All the men watched, most not understanding how they were able to deflect the magic blasts and block the mind spells. They didn’t have that training.


    Marshal also observed even though Edward’s big arm was still tight around his neck, both sad and glad. The cost for defeating the big bunker was high. It would take his life.


    Alexa let go of the images and sank to her knees, gasping for air.


    Edward shoved Marshal aside and joined her. Without Alexa’s training, these men couldn’t win. A single slaughter and rape wasn’t worth the cost. However, holding Alexa hostage and forcing her to fight was running across their minds. Edward put a fast stop to it. “She’ll kill you all with the meal she summons, the well she poisons, the diseases she calls. You can’t hold a magic user with anything but honor. Everything else fails.”


    “Then I’ll use what works.” Marshal stayed on his knees in the snow. “I’m begging for your help. Slavery shouldn’t exist. You know that! It goes against everything you are!”


    Alexa grunted as she stood, allowing Edward to help her. She jerked a hand; the snow in the air fell in hard chunks. Some of the pieces held their shape, while others shattered. “You have offended me. A payment is required.” She stepped over the corpse as she went to Marshal. “He was the cost of the vision.”


    Marshal gazed up at her, ignoring the fear and disapproval of his men. “Will you take information?”


    “No. Forcing me to do this is an insult.” She stopped in front of him. “Pick three of your men to die. Choose them by their value as a person, not a fighter.”


    Marshal blinked, mind easily picking them out as Edward got him to his feet. “You’ll help us if I do this?”


    Alexa nodded. “You’re not a good person yet, but you are a strong leader. You’ll learn from me in the two days you spend here. And you’ll die for your crimes even as you gain what you most desire. I will not interfere with that destiny, but I will have my pound of flesh for the methods you’ve chosen. Killers don’t have to be without honor. Pay the price or lose that final battle.”


    Marshal lowered his head. “Sylvester, Vance, and Max. Grab them.”


    A scuffle ensued as the resistance fighters turned on three of their own. Punches and curses flew, but the trio was quickly overwhelmed.


    Alexa delivered their sentence. “Bind them. Put them by the spring so nature may reclaim what you’ve taken from your reckless hunting.”


    Marshal blanched as he realized they weren’t going to get fast deaths. “Let me kill them first.”


    Alexa shook her head. “You’ll listen to the price the entire time you stay here. When you’ve had all you can take of their screams, my help is over. Make your choice.”


    Marshal was torn. Being heartless might cost him control, but he didn’t care about the actual lives.


    “A strong leader is not a good leader.” Alexa sighed. “But it will sometimes get the job done. Remove the evil from your group and gain better followers.”


    Marshal gestured. “Do as she says.”


    “You can’t do this!” Vance struggled against the tight ropes being wrapped around his wrists.


    Alexa didn’t know why Marshal had singled them out, but she trusted his judgement. All three doomed men were evil. It oozed off them in waves that hurt her heart.


    “I’ll get loose!” Sylvester’s face was red. “I’ll kill you for this!”


    Alexa smirked at him. “You should have kept your thoughts to yourself.”


    “Witch!” Sylvester kept screaming as he was dragged toward the springs. “I won’t die! I won’t die!”


    Alexa scanned the other two. Vance and Max had already stopped struggling. Their expressions were covered in guilt, but Sylvester was going to fight it to the end. Good. His screams will keep things moving.​
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