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  Beware the Blades

 

 

The gates have all been opened.

The flood is on the way

For both the scavengers and lambs,

Who survived apocalypse day.

 

Heavy beasts are drifting,

With ravenous evil in mind.

Assassins and traitors lurk,

Waiting in the blind.

 

Heavy snow surrounds,

Bringing raging wind.

It crashes against tall fences,

Forcing the stone to bend.

 

The ground occasionally shudders,

Always at the worst time.

Fate cackles wildly from a distance,

Turning lives on a bloody dime.

 

The future comes too fast, too soon.

The timing isn’t exactly right.

The mountain thunders with dismay,

And death lights up the night.

 

Now, the past has come back.

The safety slowly fades.

The swords of karma slice right through.

Oh, beware the blades!
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    Madness and Misery


    The Georgia Mountains


    September 27th
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    “Fire in the hole!”


    Marc waited for the rumble. He was sure a few others were doing the same. After three days of Adrian blocking and blowing the roads to their den, the notification didn’t garner attention from the Eagles. In fact, it was mostly ignored. People in this mountain had more problems than a former leader hanging around.


    Marc had told the camp what was coming. He’d also assigned Samantha and a few others to monitor the situation. The result was a twitchy council who needed reassurances from their boss, but none were coming. Angela wasn’t in any condition to comfort others. All she did was cry when she was awake, so the doctor was sedating her. Even when Marc was with her, the tears were constant. That man wasn’t certain how much more of it he could handle. He wanted his Angie back, even if she was a cruel, self-centered bitch.


    They’d talked a little more and he understood why she’d made the choices she had, but it didn’t stop the anger or the guilt. If she had told him what she planned, he would have helped, not interfered. She had no right to exclude him that way and then blame him for what went wrong. At the same time, if he had been able to follow her plans in the past, instead of always second-guessing her choices, then maybe she would have confided in him. The gulf between them could now hold entire towns.


    The camp also ignored the rumbling from the new explosions. Marc had informed everyone they would be hearing those noises regularly while Adrian sealed up the mountain. Angela had sent him out to handle that chore alone in the dying snowstorm, with dazed, angry refugees and betrayed ants roaming everywhere. Marc wasn’t sure if she was trying to kill Adrian, though he was rooting for it. He did hope she let the traitor get the roads and paths blocked first.


    There were too many threats in range for Marc’s liking, and then there were the three items that Seth and Becky had brought back: iodine, water purification tablets, and military-grade dosimeters. He didn’t want to know what horror would cause them to use the personal patches. He had his hands full with the current problems. It was infuriating to Marc that yet another group wouldn’t let them have peace. He wanted to challenge them all, but nothing would get him to counter Angela’s plans and plots right now. She’d only given a few orders since being carried down the bloody mountain, but Marc was making sure they were followed–against his own wishes. He didn’t want to bunker-in. He wanted to rush out and meet Vlad’s populace with his fury. Safe Haven had fought for 10 months to keep it together. They had sacrificed and suffered enough. When do we get a break?


    According to previous words from their seer, no break was coming until they reached true safety. People now assumed that was Pitcairn Island. Kendle had no idea how popular she would be when she returned. Some of the Eagles worried that she might keep going on her own, but Marc didn’t. Kendle was terrified of being on the ocean again, alone and helpless. She wanted to go, but the method of transport was going to keep her with them.


    Marc wondered how she would react when she found the cruise ship. There was no way she would deal well with that. Marc was glad they would be pulling other boats that would need a skeleton crew. It would allow Kendle a different type of ship for the journey that Theo had calculated would take over a month. Instead of traversing the country again, or worse, dipping into foreign coasts as they tried to slide through on their way to Pitcairn Island, they were going to sail all the way around South America. They planned to stay in the open ocean until it was time to ride the deadly currents around the tip and be spit out near their destination–if they survived. Marc was forever impressed with Angela’s courage and ambition. He also thought she was nuts.


    Marc leaned under the hot water. After everything the world had gone through, it was a wonder all the survivors weren’t lunatics.


    The radio on the rocky shower ledge crackled with Billy’s excited voice. “Ants are clear from all levels above three.”


    The ants, angry about being betrayed and needing a new home, were now digging into Safe Haven. They were finding cracks and crevices, but worse, old shafts that had been covered by years of debris. There were a lot more tunnels down here than anyone had realized. As the ants came through and the newest branch-off was discovered, the security risks were being plugged or collapsed. Theo’s team was doing that carefully from the inside, while Adrian did the rest from outside. Marc hoped it went well. He would be glad when it was finished. If this cave system started to fall in, there was no way he would be able to get everyone out alive.


    “We’re clear of ants, all levels!” Morgan called cheerfully.


    The Eagles had obviously had another battle with the large insects. That rush of happy adrenaline came from surviving, from being successful in a mission. Marc knew it well. He still craved it some days, but the apocalypse had already given him plenty of action and there would be more. There was no danger of his skills becoming rusty.


    Already scrubbed, Marc lingered, enjoying the intense steam of a scalding shower. He still hadn’t gotten used to having the wonderful convenience again. His showers, unless Angie was along, had been quick to save water and let him get on to the next duty or challenge. Now, they were sheltering in place for a month. He could take all the time he wanted.


    The bottom floor shower was empty around him, with a set of guards who had snapped to when he came in and still hadn’t relaxed. Knowing their attention was on their job allowed Marc to sink down on the seat beneath the ledge that held his guns and radio. He adjusted the water so it was a hot trickle on his shoulders, then leaned against the wall and shut his eyes. Kenn and Zack, with Kyle and Jennifer over them, were policing the top level of their cave.


    Neil’s team was covering the second floor, with Daryl and Cynthia supervising two rookie teams on level three. Ray and most of Marc’s old team were down here on level four. Things were being handled like Angela had instructed. Marc suddenly wished she was here with him so he could hold her in this cloud of peaceful air and promise her things would get better, that the doctor was wrong.


    Her injuries were healing quicker than the doctor was comfortable with, but even he was following instructions to document descendant medical facts to share with the other personnel. There were only a few differences, but they were huge. Future generations would need that information. To conceal his nervousness, the doctor was now traveling in a pack of students, using them to bolster his courage. Marc approved of the coping technique and the training. He’d thought the doctor would have to be run out of Safe Haven because of his attitude, but Angela’s injury had revealed the doctor’s attachment to her despite their love-hate relationship. He was giving her excellent care, according to Hilda and Peggy, who were always nearby.


    The radio echoed again, this time with Tonya’s calm tone. “Power has been reestablished in the gaming area. You may resume your free time there.”


    They were still repairing Jayson’s treachery. They were also fixing minor issues that would have come up anyway. Marc was satisfied with their shelter. If not for the other problems Angela had predicted, he would never consent to leave. These mountains had been perfect.


    Marc wondered how much time they had before the next crisis hit, but quickly shoved the thought away. This was his downtime to contemplate and restore his faith. Later, there would be runs and guns, and then deals and steals. The snowstorm had finally let up, allowing them to send men out again for food and water, and some basic gear. The lower-level Eagles would make that run while Marc took Angela out of the mountain. The storm had slowed the train people, but they were arriving now. He expected to hear from them within the next few hours. She had to be moved. She wasn’t safe in camp.


    Marc turned off the water and tugged his towel down. Draping it over his lap, he remained in the steam, enjoying the sensation. He hadn’t been in a sauna for a long time. The stone walls and floor in here made this a similar experience. It reminded him of the days he’d stolen for himself over the years. He had liked going to a ski lodge where no one knew him, or an isolated park, if he felt like roughing it.


    Life after war was much like how he had existed before the bombs, except that the stress levels were always through the roof and the supplies weren’t sent out all neatly packed and ready for his use. He’d held a theory that an apocalypse would make things easier in some ways, but he’d been wrong. The old world of convenience was gone, but it surprised Marc to still be mourning it. He knew some of the camp was also feeling that way. It was hard not to, especially with running water and electricity in the caves, but knowing they were leaving again had brought on this retrospective mindset.


    None of these people were eager to go. Even those who believed this place to be cursed were enjoying the TV room, the game cubby, the hot showers, and the activity floor. Despite the chaos that had taken place, Safe Haven was calm and relatively happy right now. Angela had lived, Vlad was gone, and there were no more refugees screaming at their gate. If not for overcrowding and her predictions, things would be perfect.


    Marc winced as the image of her bloody body on the mountain ran through his mind. Maybe not perfect.


    She’d told him he was in charge. The camp already assumed he was, but she’d known it had to be official. Their witnesses, the doctor and students, had approved. They knew his leadership would be enough to get them through until she recuperated, but it bothered Marc to hear the rest of that thought. We hope. Agree with her methods or not, everyone knew Angela was the best person for the job of keeping them alive.


    It made Marc need to do better, grow stronger. He had believed things were covered before the chaos wiped away his delusions. This time he wouldn’t make that mistake. He was double and triple checking his plans and decisions, trying to glimpse further ahead like she and Adrian were able to do. He didn’t know if his shortsightedness could be unlearned, but he was determined to try. He was also determined that he wouldn’t be corrupted the way their former leaders had been. He hated to include Angie in with that, but the proof was undeniable. She’d known the avalanche was coming and let it happen to kill hundreds of desperate refugees, and she’d taken lifeforces. It didn’t hurt him to be with someone who could do those things, but it was killing him to know that she’d fallen. She’d been full of light, despite awful childhood events and worse things as an adult, and he knew she was torn apart over it. His Angie had always been good. For that to change meant she wasn’t at peace with herself anymore. She would need help through this.


    “But not from me,” he muttered, anger and pain rising. There was no way he could be unbiased. Intentional or not, her choices had cost him a child.


    Tears that no one would ever witness slid down Marc’s cheeks. His dreams of a happy family with Angie shattered and ran over his cheeks in torrents. He had no idea how they would go on from this.


    “Rock is secure. I’m in for the night.”


    Adrian’s message over the radio reminded Marc that he’d been in here long enough to draw attention. He quickly wiped away the evidence and began drying off. It would be a long night, but hopefully also a quiet one. Marc had a tight rein on his emotions now, but it wouldn’t take very much to send him into the Marine and no one wanted that while Adrian was locked in the mountain with them. Everything would collapse during the fight, including Safe Haven.
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    “I need to talk to her.”


    Shawn glared at Jennifer, not caring that the mess was crowded or that Kyle was a few feet away. “I won’t let you guys interrogate her again. She’s just a little kid.”


    “Stop saying that!” Missy complained loudly, making Shawn wince.


    Jennifer took a minute to evaluate the situation before responding, a bit stung that Shawn would think she was a threat. If anything, she was a defender of the kids here. He should know that, but the coldness he was being treated to was making him defensive. Jennifer was sympathetic, but she also agreed with his punishment. It would keep the other Eagles on their toes about letting relationships distract them from their jobs.


    Shawn felt the weight of Jennifer’s study, but he didn’t dig the hole any deeper. A lot of the guys had come by to talk to Missy, not caring that they would scare her or bring up bad memories. Shawn didn’t want to be bonded with the child, but he was. Everyone would just have to accept it.


    “They might, in time.” Jennifer joined them at the table. Missy didn’t stop coloring the giant pumpkin on the page.


    The child’s skill with the crayons was impressive. Jennifer spent a moment admiring the outlining, the shading and blending the girl had done. All the hues of orange were represented. Does that mean something? Jennifer was trying to hone the instincts and skills that made Angela so effective.


    Shawn dropped his chin as a group of Special Forces men strode by to their usual table in the rear of the wide area. They didn’t glance at him.


    Missy looked at Jennifer, orbs glowing red. “I’m going to make them stop doing that. I don’t like it.”


    Sighing, Jennifer whistled to get Greg’s attention. It drew everyone.


    Jennifer cleared her throat. “She says it’s enough. He’s being punished by camp rules, but if you don’t stop being mean to…her man,” Jennifer choked out, “she’ll pay you back.”


    Missy’s red orbs were a warning and a threat.


    Morgan spoke to the child, still ignoring Shawn. “This is what he deserves, what we’d all deserve if we had done what he did. If you protect him from it, he’ll never be one of us again.”


    Missy didn’t like that either, but her irises faded into soft brown confusion. “Why?”


    “A man admits when he’s wrong and accepts the consequences,” Shawn stated firmly. “Leave them be.”


    Missy’s lips thinned into a line of anger. “Fine.”


    Jennifer, and others, hid smirks at how much she sounded like an adult female.


    Shawn sighed. “Don’t be mad. It’ll fade in time.”


    “They’ll let you back in?”


    Shawn shrugged. “If I earn it, yes, but I’m not sure that’s what I want any more anyway.”


    “You’re letting this drive you out?” Jennifer was surprised. His bond with the little girl was stronger than she’d judged.


    Missy snorted. “He’s worried over his strength and intelligence. It has nothing to do with me.”


    Shawn couldn’t take any more humiliation right then. “I’ll be back when you’re done.” Shawn marched angrily to the coffee line where the people there fell silent in condemnation.


    Missy regarded Jennifer in desperation. “He can’t quit! I lose him if he quits.”


    Jennifer was a bit stunned at the emotion in the child’s words, despite knowing descendants were advanced beyond their physical years. She dug into Missy’s mind, scared she was being hurt.


    Missy let the woman explore her mind. She had nothing to hide.


    Relieved that her first notion about Shawn wasn’t true, Jennifer leaned forward so they wouldn’t be overheard. “I’ll help you. Will you help me?”


    Missy grinned. “That’s easy.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Helping you is easy. You only need two things, and you already have them both.”


    Autumn and Kyle.


    Missy beamed. “They feel the same way.”


    Warmed, Jennifer placed a hand on the little girl’s thin wrist. “I’d like to view everything that happened, everything you saw and overheard. May I? I’ll stay with you through the pain.”


    Missy had paled, peering around nervously. “Here?”


    Jennifer nodded. “We all need to know what happened. It will give this camp some of the peace that Tara stole from us.”


    Missy slowly put the crayon down. “Okay...” She put her free hand under the table and shut her eyes.


    Jennifer relayed the images and conversations that were important, storing the rest to give to Marc or Angela. Few people would ever know the fine details of Missy’s abuse. That privacy, small though it was, would help the girl adapt. “Tara and Donner were sent here by the government. He attacked directly. She was supposed to become one of us and wait for Jack and the descendants on the train to arrive. Missy convinced Jack that he wouldn’t survive unless he split up from his protection. She convinced him that they were the targets of death.”


    Around them, Shawn and many camp members moved closer. They wanted to hear the details. Shawn wanted Missy to be giving the information willingly.


    “She knew if he came to Safe Haven, Angela and the others here would be able to kill him and Tara for what they’ve done…” Jennifer forced herself to continue, heart breaking. “For killing her real mom.”


    Murmurs ran through the mess which was now quiet enough to let Jennifer’s voice carry to the sentry on the entrance to the mess–Zack. Pity for the girl hit him in hard waves.


    “Jack’s men, some of them, were passive descendants–meaning their gifts are dormant so they aren’t picked up on mental grids. They are called Invisibles.”


    Across the tables, Kenn kept his profile blank. That’s what I am. I’m an Invisible.


    “Safe Haven was always a target, even back as far as the bowling alley. The government has had satellites tracking this camp since January.”


    “Was Donner or Tara working with Adrian?” Jennifer demanded before anyone else could. “Did he help Tara get into Safe Haven?”


    “Who is Adrian?” Missy asked innocently.


    Jennifer frowned, catching the girl’s manipulation. “The man who was boss of Safe Haven then.”


    Missy stared blankly.


    Jennifer knew the child was lying, but she was about to get to the information they needed the most and let it go. Later she would ponder why the girl felt a lie was best there. “Keep going.”


    “Jack and Tara were supposed to wait for the trains.” Missy frowned. “Jack couldn’t. Jayson almost did, but he got scared. Safe Haven’s light was eating at him, trying to sway him to be good. He triggered the trap too soon and Tara had no choice but to get on board right then or be exposed anyway.”


    “Tara didn’t want to do it?”


    “Oh, she wanted it, just not right then. She wanted to wait for her sister on the train.”


    “Go on,” Jennifer encouraged over the muttering.


    “Tara used her gift to confuse the few who might have figured things out. She took energy without permission from everyone who guarded her, except for Tracy. She was scared of the Ghost. She wouldn’t mess with him or his family while she waited. She only had one target.”


    Charlie, pausing while escorting Tracy to dinner, was glad to hear it even though he was furious that Tara had been able to use others.


    Missy showed Jennifer the images. “She tried to kill Angela. A lot. See?”


    Jennifer absorbed the mental pictures in horror. “She got the job at the mess so she could poison Angela.”


    Li Sing scowled. “Evil woman quit when told her no, only I serve the chain of command. I taste each dish too.”


    Li received calls of approval and respect from the crowd.


    Jennifer kept going, getting angrier. “Tara tried to give Jack signals when he came, but the code was too similar to what Adrian had taught the Eagles so she couldn’t give him any information that mattered. She…” Jennifer’s head snapped around to Missy. “She tried to sabotage the cave. Theo interrupted her before she could.”


    “Did anyone know all of this was going on?” Doug demanded from the next table. “Did she have help?”


    Almost everyone immediately thought of or looked at Shawn.


    Jennifer was still exploring the girl’s memories. “I don’t think so. Jayson and Tara had done this before, in Canada. They went in pretending to be refugees, like they did here. Angela knew what was coming and stopped it. Canada wasn’t as lucky. They burned alive in their bunker.”


    “So Angela did know?” Marc was at the entrance. He’d come in a moment before, drawn by the waves of anger and disappointment.


    “Yes. She stopped Missy from telling us the truth that first day we picked them up.”


    “Why?”


    Jennifer would have answered, but Missy stopped her. “That’s not for us to say.”


    Jennifer sighed. “As much as I understand, kid, not this time. Tell him. He has the right to know.”


    Missy focused on Marc with sympathy and sadness. “You were going to die in that fight. She didn’t want you there.”


    “She saved you.” Jennifer grunted in anger. “She didn’t know Vlad would punch her in the gut.”


    “No one could have known that.” Missy shrugged. “Even my details aren’t that fine.”


    Jennifer understood what the girl was trying to do, but she didn’t concur. Marc deserved to know the truth. Angela had gone up that mountain alone to save him. The price had been their child.


    “And why do I have to know that?!” Marc spat, furious. “Why does it matter?”


    Jennifer glared at him. “Because you can’t help her if you don’t understand how much she loves you. She went up there to die for you if it was needed. She didn’t know the baby was going to be his target. You have to help her. You’re the only one who can.”


    Marc knew that to be a lie. He spun from the mess, mind chaotic again. He hated this shit. When did it end?


    Jennifer looked at Missy. “Ready to finish it?”


    “Yes.” Missy sighed, sounding so old and tired that people moved away from her table. “I’ve had enough of secrets.”


    Shawn, pulled by her unhappiness, went to the now empty mess line and began making her a cup of hot chocolate.


    “Tell us the rest.” Jennifer allowed her gift to come forward. “Tell the truth and be accepted into this camp in the ways that Tara never could be.”


    Missy shuddered. “They’re coming. Tara’s killers are coming.” Allowed to say it now, Missy’s fear bubbled over. “They’ll kill you all! They’re coming! They’re coming!”


    Shawn was there to pull the girl into his arms, hoping to forestall her screams. When she got wound up, it got ugly.


    Missy curled against Shawn, shaking. Her pitch lowered to an uneasy whisper. “They’re almost here. They want my friend Angie.”


    Shawn comforted the child, glaring at those closest. She’d only been out of the medical bay for one full day.


    It was clear that he wouldn’t let the conversation continue, but it didn’t need to. The truth was out.


    Before it could cause more chaos, Jennifer looked at Kyle. “The boss has it covered.”


    “You’re sure?” he replied on cue, thinking he was lucky and cursed to have a mate who was so smart. She could outdistance him so easily.


    “Yes. I trust her with my life.”


    Kyle smiled at her. “So do I. What can we do to help?”


    Jennifer stood up. “Keep this camp together, follow the rules, help the new arrivals…survive. That’s all she wants for us.”


    Kyle smiled again as Jennifer came to him and slid under his big arm, forcing him to embrace her publicly.


    Eased, some of the camp went back to eating, while others went to spread the word about what they’d all learned. None of them were terrified despite Missy’s chilling warning. They’d been reminded of Angela’s wisdom and her goals–their survival. There was no need to panic as long as she was still looking out for them.


    “Is she?” Kyle used a quick hug to disguise the question.


    “Yes.” Jennifer didn’t elaborate. What she’d picked up from their leader’s mind was so bad that it was almost unforgivable. It was also perfect and Jennifer wasn’t going to risk anyone interfering, not even Kyle.
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    “Good morning, Safe Haven,” Kenn called over the radio, eager to have the daily address finished so he could prepare for the list of work Marc had assigned. “I have two short announcements for you. The first is we have extra clothing in the shelter rooms now. You can take three full outfits, plus blankets and sheets. Isn’t it great to have to make your bed again?” Kenn waited a moment for any chuckles to die out before continuing. “The last notice is a reminder that gardens are mandatory for every family and couple. Stop by the garden area to pick up a small dome with your choice of fruit or vegetable. As you know, the small domes have venting holes and can be opened and closed to retain warmth. Please remember to sit them under the grow lights that are being installed along the shelves. We need to do our share, especially since we all like to eat our share.” Kenn waited again, judging the mood, before adding, “That’s it for now, folks. Have a Safe Haven Day!”


    Listening from the small research room she’d convinced Angela to add before they entered the cave, Tonya rolled her eyes. Some days Kenn was great on the air and then there were days like this, when it was obvious that he didn’t want to be doing it.


    Tonya smiled politely at the man who appeared in the doorway. Craig Green was shy, but fast with his fists when in the cage. “Was the doctor in?”


    “Yeah.” Green gestured, tone bitter. “He said no.”


    “He said what?”


    “No.” Green waited for the explosion.


    “Why?”


    Green lowered his voice. “The doctor refuses to turn this camp into a bunch of potheads.”


    Tonya’s rage lit up her entire face. “Did he even read the research that I sent?”


    “No.”


    Tonya snatched the folder from his hand. “Get somebody on my post for a little while, will you?”


    She stomped out before Green could answer. He sat down in her chair without resentment. Being a level two was easier than being a level one, and it was definitely better than being a rookie. He didn’t mind running messages and working duty slots. That was easy. Dealing with fiery redheads who didn’t know when to quit? That was hard.


    Passing fans and various detectors, Tonya stormed through the damp, chilly cave. She didn’t whine about the lack of warmth. She also didn’t grumble about the dim lights or the bugs slithering along dank walls that never seemed to dry up. She had bigger complaints. The research she’d been doing was conclusive enough to be tested, and someone was going to do it or she was going to raise enough hell to bring these stone walls down.


    Everyone who saw her got out of the way. Tonya didn’t have descendant powers, but she had a nasty temper and a quick punch. That was usually enough for most people. Add in the fact that the only time she acted this way was if there was a serious problem and the result was instant alertness in every area that she passed through. Guards snapped to attention and began sweeping for trouble.


    Tonya shoved her way through the medical tunnel, where half of the doctor’s little assistants were busy running back and forth. She jerked the curtain open into the main area, not caring who was in there or what was going on. “I want to talk to you!”


    The doctor didn’t glance up from the blood pressure dial he was monitoring. “Get out of here.”


    Furious that the man refused to follow orders, Tonya marched over to the table. She shoved Millie out of the way, using the camp’s name for the doctor’s students. “Move aside, duck!”


    She leaned over Angela’s unconscious form, trying to ignore how awful the woman looked. “She gave you an order before all of this happened. She told you to follow John’s plan for the cancer treatments. How dare you disobey her when she’s not able to enforce the rules!”


    The doctor unfastened the cuff and recorded the numbers on the chart.


    His refusal to even discuss the matter infuriated Tonya further, but unlike in the past, she was able to handle it in a way that got her point across. “She’s hearing everything that’s happening, doctor. You may not understand how it works with her, but I do. When she wakes up, the first thing she’s gonna ask is how the treatments are going. If you don’t have an answer, you might be tossed out.”


    The doctor snorted. “I’m much too valuable to be pitched out like a common refugee.”


    All around the room, little ducks pursed their lips in disapproval.


    “We’ll see what the boss thinks when she wakes up!”


    “That may be.” The doctor wasn’t scared of the bobbed redhead. “But for now, get the hell out of here.”


    Tonya had little choice but to do as ordered. She exited the cave, muttering under her breath.


    Millie came to the doctor. “She’s right. Angela will be very upset.”


    The doctor stared down at Angela’s pale, bruised features. “She’s not the leader here anymore. She doesn’t make the rules.”


     


    “We have a fight on level one! I repeat, fight on level one!”


    Tonya didn’t answer the call, but she did hurry that way. There were too many others doing the same for her to be able to get through on the radio. With Marc out of camp on a food run to get Safe Haven stocked up before the next winter storm hit, things were tense.


    As she reached the stairs, Tonya nodded to the Eagle on duty and hurried up to the next level. It would take her a minute to get there, but she had no doubt that her authority would be able to calm things down with the rookies–especially if it was who she suspected. Angela’s order to have the soldiers integrated as Eagles wasn’t going over well.


    Tonya rounded the corner and found a small crowd already trying to get to the stairs for level one. A hard hand grabbed her as she stumbled, keeping her from falling.


    “Thanks,” Tonya told the ugly-dressed male as she hurried on her way. Was he wearing a gunnysack?


    Tonya hurried up the stairs and shoved herself in the middle of the struggling Eagles and soldiers.


    Behind her, the ugly-dressed man continued on his way. Philip had been a social service worker before the war. He moved down the stairs without drawing attention from the guards. He had been brought into Safe Haven not long after they had reached the mountains. He had been cleared and vetted by the leadership, though not Angela herself. The teenager, Jennifer, had given him his pass with a warning that whatever he was hiding behind his wall would have to eventually come out for him to become an Eagle.


    Philip ignored the other bored sentry on duty at the bottom of the stairs and walked toward the medical bay. The walls in his mind had been up for many reasons. He’d been surprised when Jennifer hadn’t dug deeper, but also relieved. It had allowed him to spend the last five weeks blending in and working hard, just to have these two minutes.


    Philip slid aside as the doctor and all of his little ducks, as they were being called by the camp, came out of the medical bay and waddled toward the testing lab on the floor below them. The only one in the bay was Hilda and she would be sleeping in the chair next to Angela, the way she had been for the last three afternoons. Philip had made note of the schedule.


    Fanatical attention centered on the unconscious woman in the cot at the far end of the room. Next to her, Hilda was dozing in a chair with her cheek against a stone ledge that held medical supplies. Philip moved closer without making any noise. He wasn’t here on behalf of the government. He hadn’t come for revenge or payment. He wanted power.


    Angela didn’t stir as Philip placed his hands around her throat. Neither did Hilda.


    It worked in Firestarter. It worked in Firestarter.


    Angela came awake to that reasoning, struggling against the hazy darkness of drugs and pain. She opened her mouth, gasping for air and realized death had come for her yet again.


    Angela stopped fighting.


     


    In a hurry to grab what he had forgotten, the doctor almost didn’t understand what was going on as he entered the medical bay. The sight of the stranger’s hands wrapped around his patient’s neck was an immediate shock. The doctor had never witnessed violence before the war. He still hadn’t adjusted to how much of it happened inside Safe Haven’s gates.


    Hilda, woken by the sound of the doctor’s footsteps, jumped up to shove the man off Angela.


    Without pausing, Philip lunged forward and slammed his head into Hilda’s chin, knocking her out.


    Her big body slid to the floor.


    Philip continued to strangle Angela, eyes locked onto hers. It worked in Firestarter. It worked in Firestarter.


    The doctor rushed forward, grabbing a fire extinguisher from the wall. He slammed it into the man’s skull as hard as he could, not thinking, just reacting.


    Phillip dropped heavily. He slumped across Angela’s legs, blood trickling from his nose.


    Angela drew in air sullenly as the doctor came over, staring in horror at what he had done.


    The doctor realized Angela had been awake the entire time, that she had been allowing it. “Why?”


    “I could have been at peace.” She shut her eyes as fresh tears began to roll down.


    Drawn against his will, the doctor reached out and brushed one of them away. “Please stop. I can’t stand it when you cry. It hurts me.”


    It made her cry harder.


    “What’s going on here?!”


    Eagles rushed into the medical bay, forcing the doctor to step back and explain what had happened.


    Angela pretended she hadn’t woken at all.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Two



    Deals With The Devil


     


     


     


    1


    Adrian dropped his heavy kit and other gear with a loud grunt that alerted the guard to his presence. They were in a narrow tunnel on the fifth level. Hidden under a rocky ledge, few people knew this area existed. The other four rotating guards on it were being kept the same to limit public knowledge, but after hiking from the bottom of the mountain, Adrian had his doubts about Angela being able to use it for a camp bugout. Not only was it narrow and uneven, it was also extremely dangerous. All those holes in the floor would have to be repaired.


    Shawn, doing FND for his involvement with Tara, nodded casually to his former boss and then resumed his post. Eagles here were stationary, but the boss wanted them away from the actual tunnel entrance to provide more concealment. The duty log said Shawn had 5th floor garbage duty, a chore no one wanted because of the smell. They were close to where the camp waste was falling. When the composting heap was going full tilt, the odors down here would be unbearable.


    Adrian leaned against the rough wall of the tunnel, taking a minute to get his breath back. His recovery was going well; his body was strengthening with each excursion. He felt like he might die sometimes, but without pain, there honestly was no gain. It often brought memories of his rookie days. Until the heart attack, Adrian hadn’t realized how out of shape he’d gotten. Even before the war, he’d been enjoying too many benefits of leadership.


    Before the past could drag him into hell, Adrian forced himself to set up camp. The notebook from Angela had been littered with warnings and orders. One of those had been to stay in this tunnel, not outside of Safe Haven’s boundary as he’d been doing. Shortly after the avalanche, his men had been taken into Safe Haven’s inner Quarantine Zone, but he was banished to the sewer tunnels like a troll. Adrian didn’t mind that yet. Technically, he was with his precious herd. It was already more than he could have hoped for when he’d chosen to follow his mother’s dangerous schemes all those decades ago. They’d both assumed he would be killed as soon as his secret was discovered.


    “Marc wanted it.” Adrian thought of how ruthless the Ghost had been after Donner’s death. Adrian would always have the experience of being shot to fall back on when he got sympathetic toward Marc.


    Adrian used his striker to light the tinder he’d placed under a cup for protection, glad he’d gotten it ready before he left this morning. He certainly didn’t feel like doing it now. While carrying out his instructions, he had also scavenged. The extra labor and weight had worn him out, but it was worth it to have wood for his fire and canned goods to pull a meal from. With all the explosives he had set off today, hunting was out of the question, though he had set up snares anyway. However, he had plenty of water from melting snow to boil. He also had a natural freezer for anything he might catch later. The temperature around the mountain was a single digit. This tunnel was open, but the twists and turns blocked most of the stiff winds to provide him with a comfortable environment.


    “Yep. If I ever meet an arctic wolf or a polar bear, I know where to tell them to come for a vacation.” Chuckling at himself, Adrian carefully coaxed the fire into a roaring blaze, enjoying the burning heat on his hands and face. He had begun stripping gear and shoving it into his kit as soon as he hit the bottom of the tunnel, hoping to help his body adapt faster. Completely on his own, the last thing he needed was to get ill. He doubted Marc would bring him into the medical bay, even if Angela wanted it. There was finally room there, though. Debra had been released into Theo’s custody for her probationary period as a new camp member. Those from Jayson’s cave-in were already out of bed after three days–except for those who’d died. The bodies were being buried on the mountainside now by Zack and a few others, while Greg and a team worked on getting a new gate up to replace the one that had been destroyed in the avalanche. Adrian was grateful not to have that chore. There were still dozens of bodies mixed in with that snow and wood. The surviving refugees were gathering below in the towns and cities, along with those who were still coming from the west in large groups of lawless desperation. Adrian hoped Marc continued Angela’s refusal of new people right now. Safe Haven couldn’t handle more mouths to feed yet.


    Adrian quickly finished setting up camp, happy that the motions were becoming routine again. Unless his orders changed, he would spend the afternoon making sure the larger livestock, still up top, were fed and cared for. The building they were in had small heaters and lights, but it wouldn’t be enough if another storm came. Adrian was working on those plans while warming a pot of Dinty Moore stew over his fire when steps echoed, coming from Safe Haven.


    Adrian moved the pot to the smoldering wood to prevent it from burning, then poured himself a cup of the nasty coffee he’d managed to brew by straining grounds through a piece of shirt he’d cut with his knife. Luxuries like coffee filters were for the camp. The molding box he’d found would be delivered to Li Sing.


    As steps came, alertness surged through Adrian’s aging body. He’d had company down here since the chaos, but Kenn had only been verifying things for Angela or Marc and hadn’t spoken to him beyond camp business. His banishment hadn’t been lifted. Kenn wasn’t going to break the rules for him. Adrian wasn’t bitter over that either. He’d earned this treatment from all of them.


    “Yes, you have.”


    Marc was unexpected. Adrian quickly stood up, wondering if he was being evicted despite Angela’s orders.


    “Yeah, like I’d cross her now.”


    Adrian didn’t respond to the slightly angry words. He poured Marc a cup of coffee instead.


    Marc liked being treated as a boss. He smirked, and then barely managed to choke down the first swallow without gagging. He took in Adrian’s singed fingers and haphazard tent with a silent gloat. The man wasn’t doing well alone.


    “You have an army and you still look like shit.” Adrian waved toward the other flat boulder he’d rolled over during his first day here in case anyone did stop by. “Cop a squat.”


    Marc sank down without slinging an equal or greater insult. He could demand that Adrian agree to what he wanted or he could use Angela for leverage. He planned to do both, but neither of those were enough. For all the hell Adrian had put him through, Marc needed to know he had the man under such control that escape was impossible.


    Adrian knelt down to stir his dinner, smelling gun oil and soap from Marc’s arrival. Two of the best odors in the apocalypse. Both smells implied organization and the comforts of society.


    Marc lit a cigarette and then held out the pack. He met Adrian’s eye as the man took one, locking down on him mentally. “I’m using an old plan. I want you to approve it, improve it if you can.”


    Adrian lit the smoke without glancing away. He wasn’t positive that he could. Much as his own had, Marc’s alpha power demanded attention. The man’s gifts were growing. “Sure.”


    “You’ll leave before the mission team.”


    Adrian brightened. He’d hoped to be of use for Angela’s plans with the train people. He still didn’t know what those were, but he doubted there would be survivors after what she’d gone through. She wouldn’t have any mercy to give. “You got it. When?”


    “I expect a threatening message very soon. We’ll leave when it comes.” Marc reluctantly released the mental hold he’d taken over Adrian. “You’re on the protective detail of a witness. Get it set up.”


    “A witness?” Adrian repeated, trying to shake off the daze. He’d often tried to do that to Marc, but had never been successful.


    “Witness, accused murderer, walking target, the future of mankind. She’s earned all those names.”


    “You’re putting me on the detail taking Angela to the enemy?” Adrian demanded incredulously. “Have you flipped?!”


    “It’s one of the few orders she’s given since it all happened.” Marc sat the chilling coffee down in favor of the canteen he’d already been working on. “I refused, of course, but she gave arguments I couldn’t find a better answer for, like she always does. Then fate proved her right.”


    “What happened? Is she okay?”


    “There was an attempt while I did rounds on the top floors. I almost lost her again.”


    Adrian dug into Marc’s mind for the details, glad when the man didn’t try to keep him out. “Son of a bitch!”


    “Yeah.” Marc hung his head. “I can’t keep her alive here, not if she isn’t even trying to survive.”


    Adrian reconsidered the orders and nodded. “We’ll do it your way. What about the train descendants?”


    “They still have more fighters, and since she eliminated so many refugees, we won’t get any extra help this time. Plus, the Mexican Army is coming. We can’t fight. We have to negotiate.”


    “What happens when they demand her death? They will, you know.”


    “We’ll make them a counteroffer they can’t refuse.” Marc passed the canteen after a long drink.


    “Like what?” Adrian tilted the canteen up, swallowing the water. That burns! It was alcohol… Wild Turkey!


    Marc snickered at Adrian’s gasps and coughs. “Let’s you and I have a little pow-wow, shall we?”


    Adrian sucked air through the fire in his throat, tears spilling. “Asshole.”


    Marc chortled happily, taking the canteen when Adrian thrust it at him. “Tell me something, you traitorous sack. What do all descendants secretly crave?”


    “Power,” Adrian gasped, empty stomach now burning. “Control.”


    “So, why come here if they already have both?”


    “To check out rivals…or to get more power.”


    “What if it’s both? Like the refugees, these new people recognize us as the authority over the land. That’ll be proven for me when they ask for a meeting and a trial, instead of just attacking.”


    Hoping Marc was prepared for the fight if he was wrong, Adrian held out a hand for the canteen. His pride was stinging. If Marc thought he could outdrink him, the man had another thing coming.


    “If we give them official control over a specific area, we’ll be recognizing their authority and giving them more power. They’ll come meet us to see if we can be easily taken. When they understand what a long, bloody battle it will be, they’ll deal.”


    “So we negotiate our enemies into control of the north and south? We surround ourselves?”


    “For now.” Marc grunted. “It was the best I could come up with once she convinced me of their power and numbers. We don’t have enough Eagles to match the train descendants, let alone the numbers Cesar’s fighters will add. They already know better than to come light against us.”


    “What did she say the outcome would be?” Adrian was certain Marc had insisted on having the witch search.


    Marc’s lips tightened into a thin line as the mocking pitch of a female rang out. “That has not been revealed.”


    Adrian laughed. “Yeah, figures.”


    “She might be handing herself over,” Marc confided in a low mutter. “Suicide by sacrifice.”


    That wiped away Adrian’s amusement. “No signs of her coming up?”


    Marc snorted, sending an image of Angela trying to keep it together yesterday long enough to tell him what to expect from the out-of-towners. The sobs under her words were audible.


    Adrian winced. She was still falling. “Do you suppose she’s lying about not knowing how it turns out?”


    “No. I’m just covering all the bases. She’s too tired of death to follow through.”


    “But you have a plan, in case?”


    “Yes. She’s under watch, even when she believes she’s alone.”


    “And you don’t trust anyone else with this crazy plan of yours?”


    “She’ll overpower or outthink anyone else. You’ll make sure she comes back with us–alive.”


    “Yes.” Adrian waited for more, bracing.


    “She won’t be at the meeting while I negotiate. She’ll be in a secret location. With you. She didn’t approve it.”


    “No, I’ll bet she didn’t.” Adrian glared. “But she’s in no condition to argue, right?”


    “No, she’s not.”


    “What the hell is this? Are you giving her up?”


    Marc snorted again, denying the longing in Adrian’s question. “Not on your life. I’m just done standing in her way. If she wants to be with you, she can.”


    “She didn’t say that–any of it.”


    “No.”


    Adrian stared at Marc, unable to see any drunkenness even though they were quickly going through the canteen. “You do realize she doesn’t want either of us now?”


    “She also doesn’t want Charlie, food, news, or leadership!” Marc snapped, finally getting to the open wound that had driven him here to deal with this devil. “Maybe you can bring her back in more ways than the obvious.”


    Adrian didn’t know what to say. “Why so soon? It’s only been a few days.”


    “She’s gone cold.”


    Adrian frowned. It had been a long time since he’d heard that term for a soldier who was methodically getting their affairs in order to prepare for death, usually at their own hand. “You’re positive of that?”


    Marc held out the half empty canteen. “Enough to be sitting in this cold, shitty tunnel, drinking and dealing with a man I want dead.”


    Silence fell.


    Adrian stirred the pot of stew, still burning from the last drink. Marc had to know this wouldn’t end well. If Adrian did manage to help Angie, it would bring them closer together, not her and Marc.


    Finally drunk, Marc met his eye in open honesty. “I can’t lose her too, you know? She’s a cold bitch, but the need for her never goes away.”


    Adrian wasn’t encouraged by that revelation. Marc was drinking, Angela might be suicidal, and Safe Haven could come under attack at any point after dawn. Fate was throwing hits hard and fast now. However, Adrian was encouraged that Marc had come down here, out of sight, to get drunk and spill his misery to someone he knew wouldn’t blab. What Angela had asked for almost seemed possible at that moment.


    Then Adrian caught a flash of the hatred in Marc’s cool eyes and remembered who he was dealing with. Unless Marc was forced to, he wouldn’t ever be able to understand why she had changed so drastically over a short nine months. As soon as Angela showed signs of coming back, Marc would thrust everything back onto her shoulders. He didn’t like being top dog in a camp like this. There was no time to enjoy it. He also didn’t want to be XO anymore. Marc hated the constant demands and the soul-eating stress. Adrian understood. He also knew Marc wanted Angela out of leadership. He had all along, but there was no one available to handle that heavy chore except a banished rival he could barely tolerate to keep the peace. “You’ll keep her in charge until Kyle’s ready or you pick someone new?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Or is it Billy, now that you’ve taken him under your wing?”


    Marc stared suspiciously. “How do you know that?”


    “He’s sporting a Colt and long, leather coat. Can’t imagine who he’s trying to be.”


    “Doesn’t mean I’m training him.”


    Adrian waved off the evasion. “He has the walk. He isn’t bluffing.”


    “It’ll be a decade.” Marc took the canteen. “Half that, if you and I push him as hard as the job requires.”


    “Billy over Kyle?”


    “Kyle’s a killer first, and he doesn’t want the job. Never has.”


    “But he… Wait. You and I? Am I serving the king now?”


    “You do still want to serve, don’t you?” Marc shot back.


    “Yes.” Adrian sneered. “Under either of you.”


    “I’ll put you on lessons. You’ll teach a private class. My goals and students, with your methods. Do you accept this FND labor?”


    Marc using those words stunned Adrian. “Tell me why and then I’ll give you the answer you knew you’d get when you came down here.”


    Marc belched loudly. He would do his teeth again before his next round of the camp that should be peacefully sleeping. “I can’t wait a decade. I’m bringing you in so you can take back over and I can give Angie another baby. I figure a year of labor on your part, while Angie gets healing sessions from Kendle and Conner. Twelve months from now, compared to 60 months. It’s good math.” Marc held up a warning hand, timbre dropping into frigid. “If you can be reformed. If not, I’ll give it to Kenn and Tonya.”


    “Kenn can’t lead Safe Haven! Only an alpha can keep these people alive.”


    “Then you’d better become Mr. Perfect again real fast. Because I’ve had enough of her pain and my hatred. You have one year to prove that you can be trusted and you can have the job back. I know how badly you want it. We all do.”


    Adrian was speechless.


    Marc understood. He could hardly believe that he was saying these things.


    Adrian sensed there was also a lot Marc wasn’t saying, but it didn’t matter. He would take any opportunity to regain leadership and Marc clearly wasn’t above using that. “I’m grateful.”


    “I knew you would be. I counted on it. As of this moment, I officially give you permission to be in camp, with a guard.”


    Adrian immediately tested his new place. “What are my limits?”


    “Same as any other person being considered for admittance.”


    “I meant with Angela.”


    Marc’s profile tightened. “Do you really need me to point out the line between right and wrong?”


    “You’re hard to read.”


    “Help her. Bring her back to herself. Get her back in charge.”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    “Your best has built a future where one didn’t exist.” Marc repeated Angela’s words. “I expect it’ll be good enough now.”


    Stunned at the admission, the compliment, Adrian stared in suspicion. “What are you up to?”


    Marc didn’t see any harm in telling Adrian the catch, now that he had his thumb firmly on the slippery man. “Go on and enjoy your year with her, but at the end of that time, leadership is all you get. The fallout will be gone and we’ll leave you on that island to come home. You and your demanding sheep will be thousands of miles away.”


    The cruelty in Marc’s tone wasn’t lost on Adrian, but he centered on a huge stopping point. “You’re bluffing. She’ll never agree.”


    Marc stood up, sensing Eagles coming their way on his mental grid. “Angie would do anything for a baby, for even a chance at another baby. A year from now, when the herd is safe and she’s fully recuperated, I’ll give her that–on the condition that we don’t stay, so it doesn’t cost us another child. She’ll fold in about 10 seconds.”


    Adrian gaped. “You can’t do that to her. You wouldn’t!”


    Marc chuckled. “You keep on believing that, sweetheart.”


    “And if I tell her everything or offer her the same deal, plus she keeps leadership?” Adrian tried to counter the trap, but he knew it was in vain. Marc had all his ducks in a row.


    “Oh, you won’t be able to. If you cross a single line, you don’t get control and neither does she. I’ll sway the camp to have you both banished this time. She’d have to leave Charlie here. She’ll never pick you, not when I’m giving her what she wants legally.”


    Adrian didn’t argue further. Angela would never cross that line. Marc was right.


    “Checkmate.”


    “When do you plan to spring this on her?” Adrian needed the information to make new plans and schemes. “Last minute?”


    Marc chuckled again, enjoying himself. “I forgot to mention that I already did. She and I came to terms last night. She traded you off, again.” Adrian’s pain made Marc very happy. He held out a small map. “You’re the only one who sees this.”


    Adrian took it, recognizing the area. He had a lot of theories running through his mind, but the loudest was that Marc wasn’t as pure as they’d all believed. For him to threaten Safe Haven’s future for his own gain was a day Adrian hadn’t thought would ever arrive.


    “It’s not my gain, you idiot! Leading is going to get her killed and I believe you already know that!”


    Adrian didn’t respond as Quinn and Jax came through the protected entrance and went to Marc.


    “The train people contacted us. They’re demanding Angela be put on trial for murder.”


    Marc was relieved that he’d predicted their responses correctly, but he was concerned about the negotiations. Until he saw them, read them, he couldn’t know if his plan would succeed. Marc kept emotions out of it. “I’ll contact them in an hour. Pass the word to Special Forces. It’s a duty day.” Marc glanced at Adrian. “I want you gone.”


    Adrian nodded. “In an hour, I’ll be out of this sewer and flying west.”


    “Don’t miss anything. This would be a bad time for us to be ambushed.”


    Adrian watched Marc and the two men leave without revealing his joy or his horror. Marc had him trapped for the moment, but he was about to be in the camp’s good graces again. He was also going to have to walk a line he hadn’t been capable of when there wasn’t as much at stake. The next 12 months would be nothing short of impossible, but he was going to try anyway. The only thing he wanted more than a life with Angela was to be in control of Safe Haven again and Marc had used that to make a horrid deal. Adrian wondered if Marc knew Angela would end up hating him for it. A woman’s heart was nothing to abuse this way. Forcing a female to choose between two things she loved was always a bad idea. Adrian was shocked Marc had taken the risk.


    So was Marc. He waved off his escorts and went to the shower again to hopefully sober up. He’d had to be drunk to do this. With Angie, there had been enough pity to control himself and follow his plan. With Adrian, there was only loathing and he’d needed the alcohol to hide some of it. If Adrian knew what Marc really had planned for the end of that year, he would grab his son and flee. That was the only way either of them would survive.


     


    2


    “He said what?”


    “He’ll call you in an hour. He’s busy right now.”


    The powerful descendant enjoying the softly chugging luxury train stared in shock at the disrespect. Around them, plush red velvet décor offset the apocalyptic landscape passing by in the frosted windows.


    “He’s busy?!” Sonja’s rage flooded the long car, waking the other occupants.


    Blankets flew off as hands rose eagerly to defend her.


    Sonja settled them impatiently. “Not yet!”


    Her two ruthless defenders dropped back down with grumbles about her not controlling her emotions, but they understood. Her twin sister, Tara, had been killed by these Safe Haven people. Sonja wanted revenge. It’s what any of them would want, but this trek south also hadn’t been fun, despite the nice ride. The plush couches had been comfortable beds for the trip here and the mini kitchen had allowed them to remain hidden and better protected, but they hadn’t forgotten they were at war. The isolated bathroom down the hallway was the single vulnerability on this car. It was second in the convoy. Sonja wasn’t foolish enough to take the lead engine, though the first class and employee cabins were even nicer. She had many enemies. The odds of an ambush upon arrival were high.


    Sonja glowered toward the radio Ross had rigged up, willing it to come to life, to give her what she wanted.


    “It did sound like we caught them by surprise.” Bryson didn’t want her upset. If Sonja started breathing fire, the entire encampment would be up. Her pull was incredible. It had earned her leadership and more enemies than Bryson had ever known one person to have. The assassination attempts hadn’t stopped for six months.


    Sonja hoped it was true. That was why she’d chosen to make contact so late at night. “Good.”


    “Coffee or chocolate?” Bryson was her personal assistant.


    Sonja ran a sore hand through short, bottle-given red locks. Yesterday had been spent training in hand-to-hand combat and she was tired. They rarely fought enemies who could get that close. “A drink.”


    Bryson poured the tonic without commenting. Her headaches were ugly, often coming with stress. A shot would calm her nerves. He would have to get some food into her after that so she didn’t get sick.


    Sonja downed the shot. She liked that brief second of being on life’s edge as the whiskey made it impossible to breathe. Fascinated by death’s mysteries, Sonja missed Missy more than she missed her sister. The little girl had been a wealth of knowledge that Sonja hadn’t wanted to use in their plans. She also hadn’t wanted her sister to go, but Tara had insisted her man-filled team could handle Safe Haven.


    Sonja glanced at her two shields, hating their tougher bodies at the same time that she was glad of them. Ross, with his natural red curls, and Bobby, with his dark dreads, were lethal. They were the only guys on her personal team or on her private patrol. She’d brought them in at first as a decoy for her town, back when she’d had an image to maintain, but their skills had proven invaluable since the war. Finding out they’d once served under those in charge of Safe Haven had made them perfect for this trip.


    The sound of an alarm clock in the next car was quickly silenced. Sonja’s chain of command was sleeping off a late evening of relaxation that she hadn’t joined. Her top people were loyal enough, but she’d learned not to bond with subordinates. It made the battles harder when there were pieces she didn’t want to lose. Now, thanks to Safe Haven, Sonja no longer had that weakness. The only person she needed to return from this run was herself, and even she was expendable if it meant the end of Safe Haven’s rule. The future was open right now. Anyone could inherit the earth and Sonja couldn’t stand the idea of it falling to the weak, greedy humans the descendants had been forced to hide from for their entire existence. Descendants would shape the future now. Equality and justice were myths of weaker species. The apocalypse had freed every magic user to follow their rightful destinies. In time, the few remaining humans would be slaves who knew their place.


    Sonja leaned against the soft cushions, heart filled with bitterness and waves of violent fury that she managed to keep locked in this time. Her companions knew how unstable she was, but her gifts were too strong for them to challenge. As long as she continued to reward their skills or dominate them mentally, they would obey. Her worries came from the infiltrators and the assassins. Her life had been in danger countless times since the war, and two governments had caused most of it.


    After she’d gone to Canada to collect her people, the government there had recognized her strength and decided she needed to be dead or serving them. They’d almost succeeded. If not for Tara’s relationship with Donner, all of their clan would have been killed when he was brought in to round them up. Then Safe Haven had popped up out of nowhere and destroyed the US government, which had given them unofficial control over the entire country. Sonja still didn’t understand exactly how that had happened, but she was going to reverse it as quickly as she could. This upcoming meeting would give her a timeline for the fight. If the shepherds were as weak as those they were trying to protect, the meeting place would become the battlefield. They–


    “Do you want–”


    “Get out!” Sonja was unable to take Bryson’s groveling right now. She had several plans in action. It was a bad time to interrupt her concentration.


    Bryson slid from the car with glares from Bobby and Ross as they snapped awake again. It was a normal life for them, but they were surlier than usual because Sonja hadn’t gone to the party, which meant they hadn’t been able to either. Getting laid was their biggest goal in life, it seemed.


    Sonja wished she could have their skills in female fighters. She hated men–all men, of any age. In her town, a male birth required the parents to place a black shawl of mourning over their egress. They paid double tariffs on their apartment and got less supplies. Having a son was taboo, which, in Sonja’s mind, finally made things even. How many female babies had been drowned simply for having a slit instead of a pole when they emerged? It was the dawn of reckoning for men and every age, race, and religion would fall under her knife in time.


    The idea to have women rule the world wasn’t a new thing. Many courageous females had tried in the past. A few of them had even been descendants, but they hadn’t had the freedom of armageddon to support their ruthlessness. That wasn’t the case here. Sonja intended to push her power to the limit to ensure that 500 years from now, men were in chains and women ruled the world. The beginning of it was in her town. The next step was being taken with this run. Safe Haven was the only thing that stood between her and the beautiful, bittersweet dream that had killed Tara.


    “It won’t be in vain. Send me your strength, sister, and we will still accomplish our goals.”


     


    In the next car, wrist alarms got people up. Just as spacious and nice as the first car, this second area was home to five inhabitants. All of them were in leadership. A dozen strong defenders took up car number three, with the middle of the train being full of supplies. The caboose held their slaves.


    The other three trains held fighters and useful subjects. They were 700 strong for this run and the mood was confident. They were also bored from being stopped by snow for two days, after already spending four days rolling here from Altoona. They hadn’t counted on this extra time and they were going through their supplies too fast. That was dangerous. So was the boredom.


    Bryson slid into the second car, scanning to be sure the attitudes were safe. He didn’t have a strong gift, but he was able to read moods–something Sonja had once found useful. Now, she could do that herself and he’d been reduced to lackey. Because of his weaknesses, she considered him barely above the humans. Bryson didn’t care. He’d loved her before she became their tyrannical boss and he would adore her even after Safe Haven piked her bloody skull on their front gate.


    Every descendant in the car turned toward him, easily catching the prediction.


    Bryson flushed but didn’t offer an excuse. He’d been against challenging Safe Haven before and he still was. They didn’t know the folks in that mountain fortress the way he did. When pushed, Mitchel had been merciless in the past. Bryson was certain the man had passed that trait on to any successors. This wouldn’t be the quick, easy trip Sonja had promised. It would be a bloodbath and Bryson wanted no part of it.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    All Souls


     


     


     


    1


    “This is Safe Haven. Go ahead with your message for the boss.”


    “Exactly an hour. Interesting. I’m Sonja. You are?”


    “The Ghost.”


    “Ah. I know who I’m dealing with. Tell me, Marcus Brady. Is the boss listening? Perhaps standing over your shoulder whispering instructions?”


    “No and no. She’s still sedated from your ambush. They’re all dead. Hired thugs.”


    “That is my sister you’re speaking ill of.”


    “Your sister, Donner’s wife, Jack’s lover. She was also a killer and a kidnapper. We sentenced her to death. There is no appeal process for that.”


    “Hmm… It’s so hard to read you through that stone. It almost sounds like you’re mocking me to draw a reaction, but I can sense the fear. It is unfortunate that your ruler cannot answer for herself, but an explanation must still be provided.”


    “What do you suggest?”


    “A peaceful meeting, a hearing, to determine if we want to pursue further action. Perhaps all of this can be explained. Will Safe Haven stand by their own code?”


    Listening while traveling, Adrian grimaced at the cleverly worded trap. Marc couldn’t say the code only applied to Safe Haven or they would lose authority over everyone not inside their gate.


    “We have nothing to hide, but we won’t be drawn into an ambush. We’re known for keeping our word. We only know you from people like Tara and Jayson.”


    “We will bring the same number of soldiers as you to the meeting. You may pick the location. We need those answers. The war has spilled enough blood of descendants. I prefer to collect them whenever possible.”


    “Safe Haven can agree to those terms, but it’ll be a while for us to dig out. The avalanche Vlad caused buried our remaining tunnel. Then we’ll have to get through the refugees at the bottom of the hill.”


    “Very well. We will expect the location soon. Unless you already have a place in mind?”


    “No. I couldn’t pick it until I knew how much space we’d need.”


    “Perhaps large tents? I’m told your camp can teach us how to heat them with solar power even now, when the sun hides its warmth.”


    “Great idea. Maybe you can help us with the station you’ll be coming into shortly. We tried to get the outgoing tracks usable, but we have no switch function.”


    “Yes, we can assist there.”


    The conversation continued that way up to the end, with even the parting being cooperative. Adrian didn’t buy it for a minute. He thought Marc wouldn’t have either. Sonja was in charge of four trains of fighters chugging their way, many of them descendants, and likely just as many people were still in the town that she ran. She sounded dangerously smart. He hadn’t been able to spot any mistakes or even a slip of her true emotions, though Marc had pushed that button hard for a first conversation. Adrian admitted Marc had done well, but he still wished Angela had been the one to handle it. Marc’s boy scout nature might allow him to overlook a weakness or rule it out for moral or ethical reasons.


    Busy exploring that thought, Adrian missed the sound of steps carefully crunching toward the tunnel entrance that he was about to exit.


    “Nice. I was hoping I’d run into you without the bosses around.”


    Adrian only had time to hit his belt as he ducked the punch. “Jeff’s home!”


    Kevin gave them space as Jeff dove at their former boss, taking them both to the rocky ground. Furious swings punctuated by nasty comments and accusations filled the drafty tunnel.


    The radio crackled. “Are you positive it’s him?”


    Kevin flipped on his set as if he hadn’t been gone at all. He and Jeff had wired up after dropping Sally and the wolves off nearby. “Yeah, we’re back, but the reunion isn’t going so well. Hell of a time climbing in through that snow. Be awhile before a group can get out,” Kevin added in case the enemy was able to listen to them. He and Jeff had heard the contact from the train people while driving up the road to this tunnel.


    Kevin observed the fight nervously. He hadn’t expected Jeff to attack Adrian, but he understood the sentiment by now. Jeff hated Adrian for his betrayals and for Crista’s death. Kevin didn’t know how the two were connected, but he didn’t doubt they were.


    The sounds of the fight grew louder as Adrian refused to submit to the beating Jeff wanted to deliver. Kevin kept watch over the entrance, worrying about the refugees stacked up half a mile down the snow-packed paths. If the sounds carried, those desperate folks would come up here. After hearing the call, Kevin knew there were enough problems already waiting inside. They didn’t need to bring more. Their arrival would already put a kink in whatever schemes were ongoing.


    “Stop it! Right now!”


    Marc’s alpha command came through the air and radio, dowsing the fuse that had been lit.


    Adrian shoved Jeff off and climbed to his feet. Spitting blood, heart pounding, skin swelling–it was a bit like past training sessions. Welcome.


    Jeff also felt it, but he refused to admit that he’d missed it. He swept Adrian angrily, noting the asshole was dressed for a long run.


    Adrian wiped at the bloody cuts on his face, not letting his thoughts run as Jeff tried to scan his mind. He’d known the man was special, but he hadn’t considered him a descendant. However, Jeff’s demon was strong and being used accurately. It would be a big surprise for some people.


    Adrian nodded to Kevin and got the same in return. Adrian didn’t think Daryl or Cynthia would be glad to see them, but the Eagles would. Two more fighters with morals, ethics, and the ability to follow the chain of command were always welcome in Safe Haven.


    Boot steps crunched toward them, from the camp this time.


    Adrian retrieved the gear he’d dropped during the fight, then strode toward the opening. No one spoke. Words weren’t needed. Jeff blamed him for Crista’s death. Adrian also hated himself for it, but not in the same way. If he’d been a better man, he would have been there to lead the fight, with Angela assisting. Between the two of them, they might have caught the mistakes that had cost them lives.


    Behind Adrian, a happier reunion began. He absorbed the good waves to carry with him. He had a job to do and an offer to pick over from every angle. Marc wasn’t a bad person. He didn’t have the callousness for it. Adrian was willing to bet the man had overlooked something. Marc wasn’t used to oozing himself out of unpleasant situations the way Adrian was. He excelled at it, clearly. If not, someone would have been able to kill him by now. Marc wasn’t the first man who’d hunted him and come up short. Adrian doubted that he would be the last.


     


     


    2


    Angela listened to the excited voices going by the tunnel that led to the medical bay. Jeff and Kevin would be put in quarantine. Neither she nor Marc had counted those two men in their plans. That would have to happen now. She hoped Marc would take care of it. All she could concentrate on was gathering the strength to make the trip down the mountain. She didn’t know what Marc had planned for it, but anything would be unpleasant. Hilda had dressed her in warm, loose layers and these boots were made for walkin’, but other than that, there wasn’t much she could do gear-wise. She couldn’t even carry her kit, though her gun was back on her hip. She welcomed that pain; she felt too vulnerable without it.


    “I want to see her!” Jeff’s loud demand came through the tunnel.


    Angela braced for company. She had to put on a good act here.


    Jeff appeared much the same, a bit leaner maybe. Angela was glad the time away had been good for him. She tried to force a welcoming smile that came out as a grimace. The ring of purple fingerprints around her neck glared in the dim lights of the medical bay.


    Jeff’s mouth vanished into a line of anger. He didn’t speak or yell, but Angela wished that he would. The silence didn’t tell her who he was condemning.


    “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”


    Angela’s heart broke all over again as she realized he was blaming himself. She bit her bottom lip to keep from crying. As blood flowed over her tongue, she concentrated on the taste to keep from breaking. “There wasn’t anything you could have done to stop it.”


    “I’m here now. How can I help?”


    Angela looked to the tense male who’d just come into the medical bay. “That’s up to our leader.”


    Jeff’s face almost collapsed in on itself as he fought not to demand answers as to why that was happening. If it wasn’t temporary, then there better have been a vote.


    “Did you enjoy your adventures?” Angela made herself stay standing without support as Marc began to evaluate her condition.


    “It was interesting.” Jeff felt tension he didn’t understand. “Met a crazy woman, found Dog’s soulmate, fought a panther.”


    Angela chuckled as if her guts weren’t on fire. “Sally, right?”


    “Yeah. She’s at a warehouse down the hill, with the wolves.”


    Angela saw Marc was instantly distracted and encouraged it. “How is Dog? We’ve missed him.”


    “Not that great. The panther left its marks on all of us. Sally was stitching him up again when we pulled out.”


    “Again?”


    “Dog’s mate keeps licking them and they come untied.”


    Marc wanted more information on the wolf, but he also knew Angela was shaming them. She looked almost normal, but her dilated pupils and nails clenched into her palms under her shirtsleeves were a giveaway to anyone who was searching for the signs. She wasn’t ready for this.


    “No.” Angela sighed in weariness and determination. “But I’ll survive it. Tell me how we’re going.”


    “No.” Marc motioned Jeff to follow Nathan to the QZ that was in a deep cavity on the first floor. They’d placed it there after deciding unvetted inhabitants wouldn’t be brought in through these lower tunnels. So much for that rule. “I’m not telling anyone anything. We still have traitors here.”


    Jeff approved. Marc’s diligence allowed him to do as he’d been instructed without arguing. He would get settled in the QZ and then demand answers from the guards there. It seemed like a lot more had happened than just an attack by a new, clever enemy.


    Marc lingered on Angela, taking in the flushed cheeks, the walking boots. “You won’t need those. Pick something lighter.”


    Hilda hurried off to do that.


    Angela sank against the stone. Marc already knew and she didn’t want to keep wasting strength that she suspected she would need.


    Marc’s arms went around her an instant later.


    Angela groaned lowly at the heat of his body around her chilly frame.


    Marc didn’t say anything that might spark a fight or make her upset. He held her loosely and wished they’d never come to Safe Haven. This refugee camp had shattered every dream he’d had for them.


     


    “We have three inner quarantine zones, just like we had topside until the avalanche.” Nathan led Jeff and Kevin into a narrow stone room with a low ceiling. A row of empty cots set into the far corner of the cavity waited for them. There were small shelves anchored to the wall and two large mirrors near the door. Kevin realized that was so the guards in the hall could see into the room without actually coming in. Jeff and Kevin were impressed with the bundled cords and pipework, both feeling guilty they hadn’t been there to help with all of it.


    “We haven’t let anyone down here yet, so it’s still clean.” Nathan frowned. “Some of those newer people don’t seem to care if the trash piles up.”


    Jeff took a rear bunk.


    Kevin chose the front, wondering how long it would take the doctor to clear them.


    “I’ll be right outside. You know the drill, and welcome home.”


    “Thanks.” Kevin smiled at the former rookie he’d helped to train.


    Jeff didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure about it yet. Things seemed just as chaotic as when they’d left and that wasn’t good.


    “Let me by!” a female voice ordered.


    “You know they’re in quarantine right now.”


    “It’s really them?”


    “Yes.”


    Jeff and Kevin listened to Cynthia badger Nathan for details, grinning at each other. She hadn’t changed much.


     


    It took Nathan almost five minutes to get rid of her. Jeff wondered if Daryl had been standing there with her the entire time.


    Kevin never thought of that man at all.
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    A short time later, Angela was in the center of the Special Forces team, cradled by Marc. She hadn’t considered that he would carry her down the mountain. Instead of arguing, she’d chosen to enjoy being in his arms, no matter the reason. There wouldn’t be many more moments like this for them. He hoped taking her to Adrian would help, but that blond bastard didn’t know how deep she’d gone either. All that mattered now was making sure that Safe Haven and Charlie would be protected. In a few weeks, that would be accomplished and then she could rest in peace. Angela swallowed the tears, crushed beyond repair. She’d gone from everything to nothing, with one cruel punch.


    Marc caught each thought as it went through, wincing, stumbling occasionally. She wasn’t holding much back. It was hard to keep his mouth shut, but words wouldn’t change her mind. Actions sometimes did, except that wasn’t going to be enough this time. The hope he’d had for this trip began to fade. Adrian wasn’t going to be successful. Angela wanted to die and they couldn’t give her another baby in time to keep that desire from setting into this cursed stone. She would have to be watched for a long time once this was all over.


    Marc paused as Angela’s grip tightened. “Are you okay?”


    “No.” The visions in her mind were ugly.


    “What do you need? Name it and we’ll get it.”


    Angela looked at the security post near them, the last one for this tunnel. “I need him.”


    The rookie on guard there with the level man raised a brow in confusion. “Me?”


    Their rookies were constantly busy learning rules from the level men they’d been assigned to. All they really needed was the physical side and weapons training, but that would have to come later. Two other teams of rookies had been accepted into the Eagles not long after they’d come to this mountain, giving them four teams of amateurs. Kenn and the vet had been pulling shifts with their new teams, but Charlie was still staying with Tracy and someone else had been given leadership over his team. The boy hadn’t protested.


    “Why me?” the rookie asked again. “Did I do something wrong?”


    Kyle grabbed the man’s arm and got them moving again, able to feel Marc’s impatience with this unscheduled stop. “Come on. Stay with me.”


    Soothed, Angela laid her head against Marc’s neck and tried not to shudder again. Please, don’t. I’m so sorry for what I’ve become. Please, don’t do it.
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    The walk down took them an hour. Not a single word was spoken until they reached the bottom.


    Kyle led his men out to their transportation, hoping the fresh batteries they’d carried down would be enough to fire up the cold engines. They had chosen not to drain fluids or remove hoses in favor of having a chance at a fast escape if it was needed. Still not sure if it might be, Marc had chosen to come down the bugout tunnel as a test to check for trouble. They’d learned two things right off. The first was that no amount of labor would secure some of the gaps in the ground that had tried to crumble under their boots. They’d been lucky to be able to jump and throw things across, almost losing both gear and lives several times. The other thing they’d learned was to never underestimate the ability of the dark to give grown guys the willies. All of them had been glad to see daylight at the bottom, no matter how clouded or grudging.


    “How far are we going?” Kyle motioned the other Eagles to get their transportation ready.


    Marc set Angela on her feet, but he refused to let go of her when she would have stepped away to demonstrate her stability and give him a break.


    Marc sighed. “I used to ruck, honey. This is nothing compared to carrying 80 pounds for 20 miles in a 90° desert.” He kept her tight against him so she couldn’t refuse the help. “We’re going a mile, stopping, then going two more miles. The same back, with a possible pit stop along the way.”


    “I’ve got it.” Kyle went to the stash of fuel near the laboring Eagles. He tossed bottles of storage additive to the men at the gas tanks, then carried the proper amount of gasoline over. It didn’t make sense to needlessly grab too much or worse, grab too little, if they weren’t rushed. Kyle assumed that was part of why Marc was taking them out early.


    Angela knew it was because of her. He was scared to wait even one more day before trying to help her. She was just glad to be out of the cave and away from those who were still determined to kill her. She didn’t know who they were, but their thoughts were always ugly. If they got their way, she would die before Safe Haven was actually safe. If not for Charlie, she wouldn’t have cared.


    A few feet away, Jennifer stood with her back to the camouflaged tunnel entrance, scanning for problems. Now that they’d come up from their hole, the train descendants would be able to reach them. There were also angry refugees still skulking about, along with entire towns of desperate, starving citizens flooding in from the west. She didn’t want anyone sneaking up on them.


    Able to sense his discontent, Jennifer tried not to be offended by Kyle wishing that she wasn’t along for this run. Despite the war with Donner, his mind kept telling him to try playing the role of protector. When he wised up and switched over to what he really wanted, things would get better for him.


    What about for you? Angela ducked under Marc’s arm to hide her discomfort under the guise of being cold. Is it what you want or what you owe?


    Jennifer took in a deep breath, impressed by the beauty of the view, but also terrified of the mountain. Both. It serves two purposes. Later, when we get tired of each other, I won’t have this debt hanging over me.


    You do know that’s crap, right? Angela was unable to contain her hatred of that mentality. You don’t owe him anything. The rescue was an accident. Adrian just wanted to get rid of the slavers.


    You misunderstand, Jennifer replied without rancor. I owe him for restoring my faith in humanity, in men. If not for him, I would have the same hatred as Hilda.


    That’s not a debt. That’s a reward.


    Jennifer brightened. Yeah! That’s good, right?


    Yes, Jenny. That’s very good. Jennifer continued to heal and strengthen, to prove that a soul could survive some of the darkest shit. Angela was amazed by it. She was also furious. She didn’t want to get over it. She didn’t want to recuperate. She wanted to be with her dead children.


    As she had the thought, snow crunched heavily from the ledge near Jennifer.


    “Look out!”


    “She’s in a blind!”


    “Get down!”


    Jennifer ducked the blast of gunfire that came over the edge, but she couldn’t get out of the crossfire completely as the lone descendant blasted the landing with heat.


    Angela met the woman with a scream that sounded through the mountains, knocking her off the cliff with a mental hit, but the gunfire had gotten through.


    Marc sank to the snow by the rookie who had shoved him out of the way to take the bullet.


    The rookie’s eyes fluttered open. “Ugh…”


    Marc grinned as he felt the slug in the triple-plated vest. It was one of the few vests like this that they had, and probably the only one that would have stopped the handgun’s armor piercing round. Kenn was having fun with new designs, but Marc had refused to wear his for this run. He hadn’t wanted to be more protected than his team.


    Kyle had Jennifer in his arms, verifying she had no injuries. They both watched Angela cry in relief from the ground, where Marc had shoved her.


    “Thank you. Thank you! Thank you.”


    Jennifer slowly stood up and went to the crying woman who looked and sounded like a lunatic. As Jennifer realized why Angela was giving thanks, her heart clenched. She was thanking God for not taking Marc. Marc was supposed to be dead now.


    Jennifer looked over at the man, only to find the knowledge in his eyes, in his expression.


    How long can she keep him alive? Jennifer asked her witch in horror.


    The witch didn’t answer. It hadn’t been revealed.


    Angela let them take her to the truck and place her inside. The rookie who had taken the hit for Marc was put behind the wheel.


    “I owe you a huge favor. When I’m well enough, I’ll honor that debt.”


    The rookie grinned, but didn’t tell her he was now on his way to having what he wanted most, thanks to her choice to bring him along. He was still smiling as he followed Kyle’s vehicle over to the fuel tanks, where Marc would take his place as driver. Until they were ready to leave, the Ghost was standing guard against any other lurking assassins who had dug into the stone to wait for a shot at Safe Haven’s leaders.
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    “Did Willa get her?” Ross was unable to wait any longer. “Is that bitch dead now?”


    Sonja’s lack of response wasn’t comforting.


    “She didn’t, right?” Ross was supposed to be guarding the train car door, but he hadn’t been able to stay at his post when Sonja began getting Willa’s message about spotting Angela outside her mountain den.


    “No.” Sonja showed no sympathy for Ross, who had recently proclaimed love for the fighter they’d just lost. “Get ready to roll out in the morning. Make sure you personally pack the darts. We can use more slaves.”


    Ross stomped from the train car, punching walls as he went.


    Sonja sighed. Emotions were handy to use to control people, but when death inevitably came, that control snapped. Ross would now have to be watched for betrayals and revenge.


    “Should I?” Bryson inquired from her feet, where he was perched to work on her toenails.


    She nodded, admiring the golden glints of the blond hair sticking from his pointy ears. “After we get back tonight. Make it a heavy dose. The others will think he committed suicide over his lost love.”


    Bryson chuckled at her joke. The others would know he’d been removed. It would make them more careful about demonstrating their own loyalty. Sonja knew how to rule her people.


    “What about their leader?” Bryson detailed tiny flames on her nail. “We’ve heard she’s strong.”


    The records from Donner had told Bryson that his former co-worker had gathered up the best of the descendant power right after the war. Angela was only a part of it.


    “We’ll meet and handle it there. Now that they’ve come from their hole, I’ll be able to scan them when we’re closer. So will Darla. She’ll tell us what gifts they have and then we’ll attack. Like when we were sent to Hawaii to recover the Mitchel girl.”


    Bryson frowned. When Adrian discovered where his daughter was, the men in that bunker were dead.


    Sonja laughed. “No, they aren’t. They want him to come back, but he won’t. His kind never faces their past.”


    Bryson, who had been with Adrian when he rescued that same girl as a child, didn’t correct his mistress. She didn’t like it, but it also didn’t matter. If Adrian did leave Safe Haven to rescue Alexa, it would only make Sonja’s conquest that much easier.


    “Should I be worried, my pet?” Sonja drawled, using the language of the fighters because she knew it bothered him. Due to his weaknesses and lack of power, he would never be valued as anything more than a power feed or a butler.


    “No, of course not. We’re unstoppable with you leading us.” Bryson capped the polish and stood up. “I’ll be right back with your lunch.”


    “Later. Get on the bed. I need energy in case their leader makes a surprise recovery.”


    Bryson eagerly climbed on the bed. After she was sated, he would ask to remain here during the fight, as he usually did. Bryson didn’t mind serving the queen, but he hated cleaning up after her. Being Sonja’s matched soul mate, even if she wasn’t willing in that, was amazing. Being her janitor was hard work. She left bodies, or pieces of them, every place she went.


     


     


    6


    Angela didn’t look at anyone as she climbed from the truck and walked toward the small cave where Marc had chosen to stash her. She’d refused to let them get out. Marc needed to go.


    Everyone knew who was in the small cave and that man was smart enough to stay out of sight. It was tense, awkward. Most of them scanned the snowbanks and ant cones instead of Angela’s stiff shoulders or Marc’s thunderous expression.


    Marc waited for her to vanish into the darkness without a wave and for Adrian to give the short whistle that they’d often used as an Eagle signal to mean things were ready to go. He was furious, but Marc didn’t change his mind. He also didn’t wave Billy over to chaperone them, as Angela had demanded.


    “You think this will work?”


    Marc returned to the driver’s seat without answering Jennifer’s quiet query. He doubted anything, or anyone, could change Angie’s mind and that included Adrian. She was the most stubborn person he’d ever known, but he didn’t assume she was doing this for attention. Losing the baby hadn’t been planned. He knew that now by her reaction. If she’d planned it, she would have also had something waiting for her pain. Instead, she was eaten up with remorse and anger at herself. Both his demon and hers had warned him that she was obsessing over it, constantly replaying the fight with Vlad that had cost her so much.


    Besides the obvious not eating much or sleeping well, and the nasty attitude she was developing, there was the crying every night. It killed him to roll over and detect fresh tears, but the ones dried to her cheek each morning were enough to break him. She started and finished every day the same way now–tearing herself apart for the choices she’d made. Marc was hoping that time alone with Adrian would at least remind her there were still duties to perform. If she went on like this much longer, the camp would demand a leadership vote.


    That’s what she wants. Adrian sent it through the private channel he and Marc had worked on before his betrayals had been revealed. Maybe we should let it happen…


    Hearing Adrian doubt his own plans sent fury through Marc. Put her back to work!


    Yes, Boss! Adrian retorted snidely. He didn’t send his next thought.


    Marc was glad. Leaving Angie here, alone with his rival, was a bitter pill to swallow.


    We never had to be rivals. That has always been your issue, not mine. Adrian broke the connection.


    Marc understood he wouldn’t have any contact with Angie while she was in the cave as a bit of payback for how being banished had felt. Marc gritted his teeth and led the convoy toward the meeting place that Kyle’s Special Forces team would recon. He had his job to distract him, thankfully, but it wouldn’t always be this way. A year from now, he and Angie would be free of that problem–forever.


     


    “He’s planning my murder again.”


    Angela stopped inside the cave. “Not a first for you, is it?”


    Adrian was surprised into a snicker at her sarcasm. “No.” Adrian dropped the black canvas over the doorway that would stop most bullets, then fastened the edges to keep the stiff wind from blowing it around and ruining their concealment. He activated the outer alarms using his wrist console, then switched on the tiny monitor to reveal their den.


    It wasn’t a great picture, but he had all angles visible with four cameras that were divided into two screens. He had half a mile view in every direction, a small ledge lined with guns and ammunition, and a handful of grenades he hoped he didn’t have to use to blast a hole through the rear wall if things went bad. Feeling like he had security covered as much as he could, Adrian finally turned to scrutinize his soulmate.


    The agony was too much for him, as he’d known it would be. She was in more pain than he could stand if he connected with her. Adrian dropped his eyes and waved toward the far wall where two rocking chairs with stacks of blankets and pillows waited.


    Angela sank down gratefully, not removing gloves or anything else. She needed to get her breath back first. She was still bleeding and cramping, as was normal after a miscarriage or a delivery, and the truck ride had hurt her. Then Kyle had subtly slipped a thick notebook into her kit as he let her out of the truck. The weight had almost been too much.


    Adrian stared at her in open misery and joy. “What can I do for you?”


    “Mentally, nothing. Physically, I need to be ready to fight again.”


    “When?”


    Angela sighed deeply. “Hours or a few days, but no more.”


    Adrian stiffened. “There’s only one way I can do that.”


    “Do it and do it now. All our lives depend on this last step in the plan.”


    Adrian immediately went to her, heart bursting with love and happiness. She does need me!


    Angela absorbed it all, allowing the witch to direct the streams to where they were needed the most for the upcoming battle. It was the first time Angela had done that. She didn’t know if it would help, but at this point, it couldn’t hurt. The descendants coming on the train were strong. Angela wasn’t sure she could defeat them at all, let alone while so badly injured. She had to be ready and if Marc wouldn’t share his heart with her, Adrian always would, no matter how evil she was. That was why she needed them both. One for each side of her.


    Exhaustion swamped Angela as Adrian continued to feed the witch. When the heaviness swarmed over her, she didn’t try to fight it. Angela slumped against the wood.


    Adrian tugged a blanket up to her chin, but he didn’t stop trying to heal her, sending huge streams of energy and love that lit them both in brilliant blue. If she was scared of these train people, they were big trouble. He would give her everything he had.


    “When did you give Peggy and Hilda the idea of female leadership?”


    Adrian had been waiting for her to ask, so his actions could be explained. It didn’t mean as much if he blurted it out when people weren’t ready to hear it. “With Tonya. It was their last straw.”


    Angela saw it then–the ripples he’d created by punishing Tonya in his own, very male way. She instinctively knew there was more and raised a brow. “What else did you get from that, besides revenge and triggering Hilda and Peggy’s desires to have women rule the world?”


    Hearing it spoken so bluntly was something of a power kill for Adrian. Humility came through in his answer. “I had hoped the camp would examine her lack of morals and vote on us having more. It went the opposite way and told our populace that if the boss could do it, they could at least try to.”


    “And so we got Samantha caught in that web. She tried to fight the life she’d led in the past, but confirmation of Tonya’s treatment told her you had loose morals and she could too?”


    “Is it really loose morals?” Adrian sensed she now meant them and not Samantha’s triangle. “Why must we be bonded to just one person? We’re social creatures. We need others.”


    “Beyond all the other arguments? It doesn’t feel right to me.”


    “No, it doesn’t to him and that bleeds off on you. Take Neil and Jeremy. As soon as they stopped fighting, they found happiness. Neither male would change things now.”


    “Only because it would disrupt the peace. They both secretly wish she would pick one, even now that she’s carrying twins. Human nature doesn’t change. We’re made to be in pairs, not triplets, groups, or clans. We’re not animals.”


    “Well, I am,” Adrian argued without anger. “I’ve often enjoyed more than one woman at a time. So has your precious Marc, in case you’ve overlooked that fact. We’ve also shared women with our men, at home and in the field.”


    “This is different.”


    “No, it’s not. His jealousy prevents it. In the Corps, over this situation, all three of us would have been shunned by now, but his treatment would be the worst because the other two are willing. We weren’t meant to own each other, Angie. You know that.”


    Angela wanted to protest the assumption that she wanted such a setup. She wanted to scream that Marc was good and they were bad, but both of those options required too much energy, too much caring. She pulled the blanket over her head instead, ending the conversation.


    “I also got two other things from my brief time with Tonya.” Adrian switched to the TV to check their surroundings.


    “What?” came her muffled voice.


    “One of the best orgasms of my life. I wasn’t hung up on you yet and when Tonya’s willing, she’s willing.”


    The muffled choking sound made Adrian snicker. “I also got a glimpse of the person she would be if I could actually reform her. I didn’t see how it could happen until you joined. I’d already made her a pariah and shoved her into Kenn’s arms without knowing it. When you came, and she showed her jealousy over Kenn, I knew she cared for him. She didn’t have that emotion for Joe. I was able to use it to help stir her determination to keep her new man and place. She became a strong, loyal companion for Kenn–something I owed him for all his support.”


    Angela didn’t answer. She was busy tracing those steps and ripples, and seeing the other small things that had come from it, including her own dislike of the redhead when she should have befriended Tonya and helped her.


    Adrian shook his head. “That wouldn’t have worked with her. Tonya and Kenn are perfect for each other because they’re both so stubborn. When they’re right, they’re absolutely unshakable.”


    “I use that against him whenever I can,” Angela revealed, blanket obviously down by her clear voice.


    Adrian didn’t turn around. “So did I. He knows. It’s part of his reform.”


    “I haven’t forgiven him. Does he know that?”


    “Of course. He knows you can’t. Forgiveness is a myth people use to comfort themselves.”


    “Yes.” With that sad agreement, Angela covered back up and fell into a restless sleep to avoid more conversation. He’d already given her the answer she came for. Forgiveness didn’t exist and life was actually hell. She’d known that all along.
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    Kendle snapped out of her nightmare, staring around. She’d fallen asleep not long after they’d come through a long, dark tunnel that had reminded her of her time with Ethan. She’d been flashed straight to dark caves and hungry teeth instead of the rock-climbing book she’d tried to read as boredom set in.


    Kendle scanned the black, wet road and then the trees lining the highway. There were no homes in sight, no evidence of people, but the streets were clear on both sides. Abandoned cars and other debris had been pushed into the median for miles. It made the team wonder how many survivors were around here. The war damage was the same as in the rest of the places they’d gone, but there was also a sense of something else they hadn’t identified yet. Kendle would be glad when Americus was behind them, even though they hadn’t had any trouble. So far, the trip had been boring. They hadn’t seen a single person in the eight days they’d been on the road.


    Kendle studied the driver, glad she had insisted on giving Conner a chance behind the wheel. She wasn’t trying to help him get back into the camp’s good graces, but it hadn’t escaped her attention that Adrian would be grateful to her if she could.


    “Are you okay?” Conner steered around the carcass of a recently deceased cow. Like his father, he was good behind the wheel. “Wanna talk or something?”


    Kendle shuddered. Discussing it would bring Ethan’s drooling memories back into clarity. It would interfere with the progress she’d been making.


    Conner didn’t push. He’d picked up enough from her and others to know that Kendle’s time before Safe Haven had been intolerable. He would have known that from her scars anyway, but it was also in her reactions to other people. He’d witnessed that same defense in Little Rock among the snake women who’d been locked in the prison.


    Adrian had promised that Safe Haven could heal anyone, but unlike most of the people in that refugee camp, Kendle wasn’t settling down. She hadn’t been with Adrian during his leadership and Angela hadn’t had the time or the inclination to welcome another descendant into their midst while fighting for their freedom. Conner was still hoping his dad would be able to help Kendle. He was certain Marc felt the same way, but he had no idea how Angela really felt about Kendle. Conner had assumed this trip was an excuse to get the castaway as far from Marc as possible. There were signs that said it wasn’t necessarily the case, but it felt that way. Conner was reserving judgment. Angela and his father had freed him under impossible circumstances. They would have freed the kids too, if they hadn’t been murdered. Safe Haven’s leaders were good, strong. Surely, Angela wasn’t corrupt enough to send someone to their death just because they were a rival?


    Kendle cackling from the next seat was not a comfort to Conner. He had his strongest mental wall up. Is she still getting my thoughts?


    “Of course, boy. But you have nothing to worry about from me or from Angela. Despite the things she’s done, her soul is not as corrupt as everyone believes. Certainly not as corrupt as she and her precious Ghost think.”


    Conner refused to be drawn into that conversation. He checked the mirror, hoping the five men in the Tahoe with them were sleeping. It was hard to tell with the high-level Eagles. They had spent time with Angela and Adrian, learning to block their minds. Conner didn’t want to dig in and make enemies now that he had a second chance. It was frustrating.


    “Tell me about it, kid.” Kendle grunted. “I’ve walked that line my entire life. At some point, you get tired of it and fall off.”


    “Is that what happened with you and my dad?” Conner was curious. “Have you fallen off the line with him?”


    “Is that what happened with you and Candy?” Kendle shot right back. “Did you fall off the line with her?”


    Conner turned red. “I love her. In time she’ll love me back. We were meant to be together. I would never hurt her. They misunderstood.” Conner snapped his mouth shut. Why am I spilling my guts to someone I barely know and don’t even like?


    Kendle snorted. “Well, at least we have something in common.”


    Conner braced for rudeness. “What?”


    “We both know where we screwed up and neither one of us is willing to change it.” Kendle tugged her jacket together against the damp wind.


    There was silence from both of them as they considered the implication behind those words. It meant they didn’t intend to reform or to resist the temptations that lie ahead of them.


    Kendle smiled. “Maybe you and I can be friends.”


    “Do you suppose she sent you out here hoping you might get killed?” Conner had been trying to resist the question for a week now.


    “I seriously doubt it. Like I said, she’s not as bad as everybody believes.”


    “Is Marc hoping for it?”


    Kendle’s profile tightened in pain.


    Conner sighed, easing off the gas as the rain thickened and lightning flashed. “I’m sorry.”


    Kendle forced herself to accept it. “Honestly, yeah, he probably does. I’m the unwanted third wheel. You know what that’s like, don’t you?”


    Conner was alive with agony at the reminder. “Yes, but it won’t always be that way for me and Candy. At some point she’s gonna realize I love her and she’s gonna want that, because nobody else does.”


    “Are you sure? She’s pretty. She’s smart and strong, and she’s a fighter. She’s also about to give birth to the next generation. I think that makes her special enough to earn a mate.”


    “That might be true, but none of those guys will love her for who she really is.” Conner again steered around the carcass of an animal that appeared to be a cow. “No one wants her. They want the babies or the strength she’ll bring to a match. I want her because she’s wonderful.”


    Kendle heard the longing and felt another bond form between her and this odd teenager.


    Conner also felt the magic, but he refused to be drawn into it. He slammed down on the thoughts in his mind and continued to drive through the rainy darkness.


    Pop!


    “What was that?”


    “I don’t know,” Conner answered distractedly as he fought to control the truck. “The wheel feels funny. I have to pull over.”


    Ryan rolled down the window and leaned out, squinting against the rain and wind. “I think it’s a flat tire.”


    Conner pulled onto the breakdown lane. He made sure there was nothing blocking an exit before joining the Eagles who were evaluating the problem.


    “Front right is flat.”


    “So is the rear.” Scott pushed up his jacket sleeves. “Get the equipment. I’ll do the front. Dexter can take the rear.”


    Kendle and Conner, along with half of their men, stood watch. All of them were drenched and miserable in less than a minute. This rain didn’t burn, but it was uncomfortable, like a gel sliding down their necks. Keeping them on edge, the wind blew stiffly, moving things through the trees around their stopped convoy as the thunder crashed steadily.


    Conner stiffened. “Someone’s coming.”


    Kendle alerted Tommy and took a stationary position in front of Conner. Kendle scanned nervously for the trouble. She refused to assume it was anything else.


    “There!” Kendle pointed to a small cluster of flooding trees a few hundred feet away, where the person was huddled.


    “Doesn’t seem to be a problem.” Conner wiped rain from his face.


    Kendle turned from a stiff blast of wind. “I agree.”


    Tommy and the other Eagles would have left the vehicles to investigate, but Kendle refused them. “This is why I’m along. Get us ready to roll.”


    Kendle motioned Conner to follow her as she tracked through the mud to meet their company. This could be a good training moment for him as long as nothing went crazy. If it did, she was certain he would rely on that Mitchel survival instinct that had apparently kept him alive in Arkansas.


    Kendle hurried forward. “Do you need help?”


    The shadow was a tall, beaten man with ragged breathing and beady brown eyes. Kendle expected him to run, but he didn’t. “Can we help you?”


    Sighing, the man spat blood into the mud. “No, but I’ll be able to help you.”


    Kendle frowned. “Excuse me?”


    “What happened to you?” Conner wanted to heal the man. He didn’t, though. His dad had said to act normal on this run and not use any magic except for the check ins.


    “Just a few more seconds now,” the man muttered.


    “What do you want?” Kendle wanted to be patient, but the bad vibes all over this area were growing rapidly.


    The beaten male peered at them slyly, ignoring the rain pelting his injuries. “Ten seconds.”


    Kendle scanned his bruises and cuts.


    “What happened to you?”


    “It was my turn.” The man wiped at the blood trickling from his mouth. “They drew our number.”


    “Your turn for what?”


    “To earn my keep!” The man spat, trying to get his breath back. “Our names go into a bucket. If it’s picked, we bring in supplies.”


    “What kind of supplies?” Kendle noted Conner staring at the man with a blank face. The boy was searching mentally.


    “The kind you have in those trucks.”


    “You’ve been following us?”


    The man glanced up at them in bruised satisfaction. “Thank you for stopping. Will you help me up?”


    Splashing and fumbling, all of them were mud-splattered by the time they got the stranger to his feet.


    “Who are you?”


    “Baker.” The man gasped, holding his ribs. “Can you help me home?”


    “What did you mean about 10 seconds?”


    Baker turned away without answering.


    The Eagles-in-training automatically put an arm around him when he staggered.


    “Where do you live?” Kendle hated it that they were getting out of sight of the team. She was about to order Conner to go tell Tommy what was happening when the man between them gasped out a laugh.


    “Are you okay?”


    “I will be now. You can go.” He shrugged off their arms, limping toward the woods.


    “What’s going on here?” Conner was confused.


    Kendle, who had witnessed this technique before but couldn’t place it, grabbed his arm as it snapped into place. Ambush! “Come on!”


    They ran back through the wind and rain to their vehicles, but there was no one in sight around the vehicles.


    Kendle panicked. Our team is gone!


    Both descendants splashed to the vehicles, searching for their fellow teammates.


    “Tommy!”


    “Tyler!” Kendle glanced back to find the decoy limping away. “Son of a bitch!”


    Conner stared in disbelief at how fast things were going wrong. “What do we do?!”


    “We get that decoy.” Kendle grabbed a few things from their vehicle. “Keep him in your mental grid. If we lose him, we lose our team.”
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    Kendle and Conner quickly tracked their mystery male through the rain, thanks to the prints in the thick mud. They followed him into a thicket of trees that had mold growing up the trunks.


    “You ready for this?”


    “Not really, no. All that time in Safe Haven made me soft.”


    Kendle understood. She took the lead into the dark woods.


    The prints disappeared abruptly, but the man hadn’t had time to conceal his exit. Blackness glared at them from the hole in the ground.


    “Oh, hell.” Kendle’s face was pale in the flashlight glare. The top of a sewer tunnel had been broken out to create an exit. Kendle motioned the boy to enter first.


    Conner dropped into the slippery darkness with a sense of home that revolted him. He didn’t want to be a sewer boy. He didn’t want to belong down here, but he had spent so much time this way that it wasn’t possible to fight the wave of confidence that let him calmly sweep the darkness. “I found more prints.”


    It took Kendle a moment to force herself to join him. Her gun was in her hand as she hit the bottom of the tunnel, eyes wide and body ready to react.


    Conner noticed her fright and anger, but there was no time for it as voices echoed through the darkness.


    “They followed. We’re good.”


    “Shut up.”


    A light moved toward them.


    Kendle and Conner waited side-by-side with their guns aimed at the ground.


    “How do you want to handle this?”


    Kendle grunted. “We talk.”


    The five men coming through the dusty tunnel were tall and thin, with modern clothes over filthy skin. They wore once-expensive shoes and their hair was styled in a variety of sophisticated cuts that Kendle and Conner hadn’t seen in 10 long months. It was disorienting to confront people who looked like they had stepped from the pre-war past.


    The trio didn’t stop or speak as they came toward Kendle and Conner.


    “Stop there!” Kendle saw their beaten decoy wasn’t among this group.


    “Or what?” the tall male in the front taunted. “You’ll never learn where your friends are if you kill us.”


    Kendle and Conner rushed forward at the same time.


    The group of soft men clearly didn’t expect a violent response, despite being thieves who obviously participated in this sort of thing regularly. They cowered from the guns, dropping to the ground.


    “Don’t!”


    “Stop!”


    “Where are they?!” Kendle shoved the barrel of her new Glock into an apron-clad chest. “Who are you?”


    When none of the men spoke, Conner played the role he thought Kendle would understand. He roughly slammed the nearest man in the shoulder with the butt of his gun. “Someone had better speak right now!”


    Kendle didn’t interrupt. She wasn’t going back to Safe Haven to tell Marc that she lost their team, literally.


    “Don’t hurt us!” the short male cried. “Don’t hurt us!”


    Kendle retreated, lowering her gun at their terror. “Who are you and where are our men?!”


    “I’m Rice,” the leader, a tall male of mixed race, answered sullenly. “Your guys have been taken to the market.”


    “The market?” Kendle noted the ugly brand on the man’s wrist. The others didn’t have one.


    “This is Market Town.”


    Before Kendle could demand more information, the leader sat up. He stared in resentment. “It was our turn to set the trap, so my brother, Baker, took his licks and went out.”


    “There’s going to be big trouble for you,” the squattest man warned.


    Kendle scowled. That was obvious. “Where is this market?”


    Rice pointed toward the surface, south. “The next town you come to. You’ll know it when you see it.”


    “So you guys do this willingly? You kidnap your own people and sell them?”


    “Better you than us!” the bald man stated angrily.


    “You get protection in exchange for doing this?” Conner wanted more information.


    Rice sneered. “We volunteer. In exchange, we are allowed to trade in the market and live on the outskirts of the wall. We don’t have trouble here, except for those like you.”


    Kendle and Conner were baffled.


    “You like being a slave?”


    “You out-of-towners don’t know anything!” the tall man accused. “Can’t believe you’ve never heard of Market Town.”


    One of the other men who had been silent until now swept Kendle from hair to boots. “Looks like you’re from a hard place.”


    “We’re from Safe Haven.” Kendle wondered if the dirt under his nails made his name Farmer.


    “Where?” Rice asked.


    She shook her head in disgust. “Let me guess. No radios are allowed, right?”


    None of the men answered, providing one anyway.


    Rice didn’t waste more time. “If you want your men back, you have to buy a ticket into the market. Once you get in, you can trade for them.”


    Kendle motioned the other men to stand up. She regarded the male who hadn’t spoken yet. “Who are you?”


    “Flour.”


    Kendle spotted the white fingernails, confirming her suspicions as to what type of settlement this would turn out to be. “What’s the currency in the market?”


    “Same as it is anywhere, I would imagine.” Rice waved. “Beans, bags, bullets, and bodies. Cars are good too.”


    Kendle and Conner considered their vehicles with a sinking sensation.


    “This is the rest of the trap, right?” Kendle glared. “Keep us busy while they steal our stuff?”


    Flour shrugged, straightening his apron. “It’s a hard world out there. We do the best we can to survive.”


    Kendle almost understood now. These were city inhabitants who had been caught up in a turf war. They hadn’t had a way to defend themselves, so they had fallen in line with the tyrants. Now, after almost a year of being forced to hurt their fellow man, there was little compassion left in them.


    Kendle motioned toward the hole. “We need to go.”


    Conner glared at Rice. “Is there anything else we need to know? I would hate to have to come back here.” Conner had sensed something upon entering the tunnels, something he didn’t know if he should tell Kendle about, but he was eager to be away from it.


    Rice and Flour exchanged glances before shaking their heads.


    Kendle tapped Rice with the barrel of her gun. “You stay with us until we get our men back.” She shoved him toward Conner. “Let’s go. The rest of you, get out of here before I shoot you.”


    The others fled without a backward glance.


    Rice watched them with lips that disappeared into a thin line.


    It took a couple of minutes to get out of the hole and then to where Conner had parked. The rain and wind were still coming in strong waves, but the thunder and lightning had finally stopped, making for a muddy, windy crime scene.


    “Gone.” Kendle went to the almost dry squares where their trucks had been parked. She knelt down as a dull flash caught her light.


    “Nails, painted gray.” Kendle tossed it to the ground.


    Conner peered around in disbelief, patting his pocket, where metal jangled distinctively. “How did they get the keys? I still have them. How did they move our vehicles?”


    Kendle gestured toward their unwilling guide. “They’ve done this before. They’ve gotten good at perfecting the methods.”


    “Hotwired?”


    Kendle sighed. “Not really. Not that hard to break the steering column off and then loosen the key latch enough to remove it without shutting off the engine. They probably hot wire them with other suckers, but we made it easier than that.”


    “Why didn’t they wait and take us too?” Conner wiped drizzle from his skin.


    Kendle shoved Rice toward the hole. “Someone has to be left to pay.”


    It was a very old strategy. From robbers to pirates, stealing a person’s gear and forcing them to buy it back had been employed successfully since the beginning of time.


    Conner and Kendle took Rice to the tunnel, questioning him as they splashed through the darkness and the muck.


    “Do you have a town of people like yourself or do you hide underground like trolls?”


    “We have a town. The tunnel where you met me leads to it.”


    Conner went first again, watching for trouble, but none of the other locals were still there. The tunnel was now dark. “Did they run?”


    Rice snorted. “Yes, straight to the market. The masters will know you’re here in a matter of minutes.”


    Kendle frowned. “Will these masters hunt for us?”


    Rice snorted again. “They know you’ll come for your people. There’s no need to waste manpower.”


    Kendle angrily shoved Rice into the hole. Safe Haven wouldn’t like what was going on here.


    “You lead the way,” Kendle glowered at Rice after she dropped through. Her anger at the situation overrode her terror of being underground.


    The man obediently led, not bothering with his light.


    The tunnel widened into a corridor and then stairs that rose from the floor. They went upward toward another dark hole, where wind and rain greeted them. Mostly surrounded by more woods, there were shapes of buildings in the distance.


    Rice led them into the town, greeting the patrol on the perimeter.


    It was clear they didn’t consider customers a threat here, so it had to be animals keeping these sentries on edge. Everyone knew nature was trouble. Kendle and Conner made note of the security as they entered the small town. They saw half a dozen houses, five apartment buildings, and no vehicles. The stench of slavery grew stronger.


    Rice exchanged short greetings with more of the guards they passed, clearly not worried about being in trouble for the company he was keeping. In fact, the sentries appeared pleased with him for it.


    Conner drew her attention to two guards adjacent the area where they had emerged. The two Mexican men, wearing long dusters and rifles, smirked at them. Judging from that, Kendle assumed they knew how easily the team had been captured.


    Embarrassed, Conner started to go confront the men. He didn’t know what the matching blue helmet tattoos on their cheeks meant, but he was a descendant. He wasn’t scared.


    Kendle grabbed his wrist, sucking in a breath at the contact. When Conner was mad, he felt like Adrian. “Later.”


    Conner was also aware of the connection that had lit up between them. There wasn’t any time to explore it right now, however. He stayed with Kendle, scanning the foreign soldiers and locals that were still active after dark. Lanterns lit the small town, but the damp darkness fought for every inch. There were more people here than Conner had seen since leaving Little Rock. Safe Haven didn’t count. When his father was gathering, souls came. To stumble across a town that had more than 50 survivors visible, without a descendant bringing them together and controlling problems, was something of a shock.


    “What will happen to my men?” Kendle was storing details about clothes, weapons, security posts, and behaviors.


    “They’ll be okay.” Rice led them up the stairs to his home. It was a small apartment building with a metal and wood wall all the way around it. He opened the padlock on the door and led them inside. “Slaves are knocked out and taken straight to the market. They’ll be locked up until trading day.”


    Kendle fastened the lock without being told, seeing how many people were in the residence, where they were, exits, and other things. “Will they be hurt?”


    “No, not until they’re bought. After that, they might be crippled to prevent them from escaping. Some have their tongues removed. The buyer gets to pick.”


    Conner and Kendle followed Rice down a grungy tan hallway and up long stairs to a separate apartment. It looked as if the masters packed their slaves on top of each other like sardines.


    “When is trading day?”


    Rice entered his home, holding up a hand at the men who started to rush toward him. “Tomorrow. You came through at the right time.”


    Before they got any further into the small flat, Conner paused. “I need to tell you something.”


    Kendle stored his nervous timbre. “Not here.”


    Conner switched over to mental communication. There’s power here, descendant power.


    Kendle knew. She was picking it up too now that they were close to the source. She looked over to find Rice and his family observing them with a recognition that was unsettling. Kendle chose not to ask about that yet. Instead, she directed the conversation to the information they still needed. “How do I get a ticket?”


    Rice waved toward the table, where a meal was being served. “You’ll owe for the food.”


    Kendle shrugged. She already planned to repay their kindnesses in her own special way. “We’ll figure it out. Answer my question.”


    Rice settled at the head of the table. A woman wearing jeans and a long black sweater that matched her black flats served him a bowl of rice with red sauce on top. Her appearance, classy, was also a surprise.


    “You have to do someone a favor. That’s how the market runs.”


    Kendle took the chair directly across from him as the female returned to the kitchen. “What kind of favor?”


    Rice scooped up a large bite, waving off a fly. “Some folks need food; some folks need medicine. It all depends on the person selling the tickets.”


    “Who sells them?” Conner stood next to Kendle’s chair. He had chosen to be the lookout, as if he were a full Eagle in his father’s army. There were half a dozen thin men and women in here with them, but they were all happily occupied with tablets and handheld games.


    “Our family has that honor this month.”


    Realizing they were dealing with the person who was able to get them in, Kendle rested her arms on the table, leaning in. “What is it you need, Mr. Rice?”


    The man studied her briefly. “You have nothing I need. I know, because we took it.”


    “What usually happens at this point? When the person doesn’t have anything left for you to steal.”


    Rice’s sleazy gaze went over her body. “You still have something I can use. Or rather, something I can sell. One week of service should pay me back for this shelter and food every night you two are here.”


    Before Kendle could refuse the deal, Conner shoved across the table and grabbed Rice by the shirt. He jerked the local forward until their faces were inches apart. “She is not for sale!”


    Kendle pried Conner off the unresisting man, forcing the teenager to sit down in the chair that she had exited. She glowered at Rice, letting a bit of the descendant come forward despite Marc’s orders to stay low-key on this mission. “Do we have to kill you all?”


    The icy tension that filled the warm studio told Kendle revealing her descendant status hadn’t been a good idea. She put a hand on her gun.


    Rice motioned the others to leave them alone.


    Kendle waited nervously to discover why.


    “Maybe you do have something I need.” Rice scanned her intently. “Sit down. Let’s deal.”


    Kendle did, reaching for the bread and tub of butter. “You have animals here for this?”


    Rice nodded, shoveling another large spoonful in.


    Kendle and Conner slowly helped themselves to the meal, taking small portions. Their host was keeping a running tab.


    Rice studied Kendle as he chewed. He swept her scars and weapons again, then Conner. “They’ll want him. Would bring a great price.”


    Kendle stored the information, noting intelligence and suffering in the man. “What do you want us to do for a ticket?”


    “Remove something from the market without anyone finding out. Take it far away from here.”


    Kendle frowned. “And do what with it?”


    “Protect it. It can’t be damaged in any way during the trip.”


    “Do we deliver it to someone?”


    “Pick someone good to care for it. Just never let it come to harm.”


    “What is this precious item?”


    Rice shook his head. “I won’t tell you that until after you agree.”


    “Can we see it first?”


    “No. If the masters or the other locals here were to find it, dozens of lives would end.”


    “And if we’re caught with it?”


    “You’ll be killed. The item will then be used against your people, and mine, at a later date.”


    That was enough to convince Kendle. Rice was in willing slavery, but even he wouldn’t let the masters have control of whatever this weapon was. Kendle assumed that’s what they were stealing. She held out a hand. “We’ll get it out and give it a good home. In return, you will assist us in every way that we require, including giving safe passage out of here. With supplies, please, since you stole our vehicles.”


    “If you back out, we’ll kill your men.” Rice shook her frozen hand and then stunned her by shoving into her thoughts. Get it done and go away. No one wants your kind here.


    Kendle blanched. “It’s not a weapon, is it?”


    Rice snorted. “Of a sort. We’ll sleep when we finish here. Let this shift of guards drink for a while. No need to get on their bad side by being out roaming too much.”


    Kendle dug into the food, mind racing across several possibilities. She didn’t voice any of them. Instead, she asked about the next thing that mattered. “Tell me about these masters.”


    “So you can kill them?” Rice scoffed. “No. We have a deal. Don’t break it.”


    “We can’t fight with anyone here?”


    “No! You’ll get us all killed.”


    “Your family and friends?”


    “The entire town. Helping your kind is a death sentence for everyone.”


    “Everyone?”


    Rice swallowed, peering toward the window. “Most of us came from towns around here, like Butler. You hear about it?”


    “No, I’m sorry, but we were going through there later in hopes of fuel.”


    “Don’t bother.” Rice grunted bitterly. “It was burned to the ground with people nailed in their homes. A magic user was found.”


    Kendle scowled as she realized what was being asked of her. “You’re hiding a descendant!”


    Rice flinched, even though she’d said it lowly. “We have a deal.”


    “I’ll honor it, but tell me about them, as much as you can. I can’t steal something without at least knowing the basics.”


    “I’m not getting everyone killed.” Rice let out a nasty belch.


    Kendle switched topics “I need currency to buy my team. What should I use?”


    “Food or information.” Rice took a sip of his coffee and grimaced at the cold liquid. “Locations of things they need would be good, but you’ll have to go get it after you make the deal. Then you’ll get your men.”


    “What else?”


    Rice waved a hand at Conner. “One boy for half of them is a great deal.”


    “No. Next?”


    “Solve a problem, provide a service. You need to figure something out quickly.”


    “I will. Where should we be for the night?”


    “You’ll take the rear room.” Rice pointed toward a narrow, dirty hall. “Don’t kill the mice. We sell them.”


    “To who?” Kendle stood up.


    “There are still experiments to be done and captives to be fed, even now. They also make good pets because they eat the lice and bedbugs.”


    Conner frowned. “And carry diseases.” In the sewers, he’d always made the kids kill them.


    “Actually, it’s the fleas that carry disease. We dust our mice.” Rice went back to his bowl. “Good night.”


    Kendle and Conner went to their assigned room, both scowling and confused.


    Kendle swept the filthy bed and cluttered dresser, then the tiny closet that didn’t appear to have been used. Sighing in trepidation, Kendle tossed her jacket there. “I’ll take first watch. Wake you up in a few hours.”


    Conner was too tired to try being a gentleman. He’d been driving for hours before they’d had the flat tires.


    Kendle noted the lack of windows and the sense of danger, but it wasn’t more than usual. She was always getting herself into a situation where her back was against a wall. Whatever Market Town brought, she was a descendant and so was Conner. Neither of them was defenseless. Kendle was already considering a plan of attack to grab her team and the mysterious descendant, and go. She didn’t care about Rice, but she couldn’t leave one of her own if their life was in danger. It didn’t feel right.


    “Doesn’t feel right to leave these people in slavery either.” Conner yawned and lay down on her jacket. “You still smell good. Nice.”


    Kendle thought of their spark earlier. Her control was almost at its limit, but thankfully, fate had placed an entire town of slavers and thieves at her fingertips. She had to decide which was more important–getting her team back first or killing the masters. Kendle contemplated it long into the night.


     


    She was still working on it when she roused Conner and took his warm spot hours later. “No noises other than Rice’s family returning. Didn’t hear any conversations. Keep an ear out.” Kendle curled into a ball. “Wake me at dawn.”


    Conner wanted to protest that dawn was only a couple hours away, but remembered that she’d slept in the truck. He settled on the corner of the dresser and tried to listen to the flats around them without using his gifts. Being discovered right now wouldn’t be good.


    “I need to hear the town coming awake. It tells me things.”


    “Okay.” Conner scanned her ass. She had curled away from him and the view was enticing.


    “I’d break you, kid. It would never get hard again.”


    Conner flushed and sent his curious gaze elsewhere. “Sorry.”


    Kendle sighed. “Can I give you some advice?”


    “Yep.”


    “Jealousy is an amazing tool. It has destroyed civilizations and will probably do so again at some point in the future. Jealousy, used carefully, is powerful.”


    Conner dwelled on her words. He understood what she meant, but Conner didn’t know anyone in Safe Haven who would help him with something like that. He couldn’t imagine stringing a girl along or lying to them.


    “Why lie?” Kendle rolled over to look at him. “Let her see how happy you make someone else. In the meantime, you might be better off with that person. If so, good for you. If not, it gets Candy’s attention. There’s nothing wrong with it. You need experience in this crap if you’re going to please her. I hear Lee was quite the man.”


    “Then why did she cheat on him?” Conner asked snidely. He still hated Lee, even though Lee was dead.


    “Why did Kyle cheat on Jennifer? People make stupid choices.”


    “Like the people here?”


    “Yes. If they’d come together, half of them would have died but the rest would have been free, with the threat gone. They were faced with an awful choice and they couldn’t do it. It wasn’t stupid so much as it was weak.”


    “You’re not weak that way, are you?”


    “No, boy. I’m also not the one for your little scheme. I’ve got my own plans, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


    “Why don’t you stay with my dad?”


    “He doesn’t want me.”


    “He might, in time.”


    “Yeah, and pigs will fly. You’ve met her. Would you pick me over her?”


    Conner wanted to say yes, but couldn’t. Angela would be at the top of any ladder.


    “Nauseating.” Kendle groaned. “Leave me be, kid. I need sleep.”


    “One more?”


    “Fine.”


    “Who did you think of when you said make her jealous?”


    “You don’t want to know.”


    “I do.”


    “Millie.”


    “What?”


    “Millie can’t have children, so none of Safe Haven’s guys want her, but she still needs physical attention that she isn’t getting. She wants to try a service arrangement, but she’s scared of being hurt. You wouldn’t be a threat to her because of your age and size.”


    “She’d never go for it.” Millie had been forgiven for not telling them she had medical training. She was now helping the doctor, treating patients and camp kids, making house calls. She was earning her place. She wouldn’t risk it by having anything to do with him or his father. “Would she?”


    Kendle didn’t answer. She was asleep.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Five



    Caged and Pre-staged
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    “Tommy’s coming around. Grab him.” Ben squinted through the darkness.


    Ryan and Josh forced themselves to scoot through the muck to comfort the groaning, gagging man. The state of the cell they were in was indescribable, causing stomachs to override willpower.


    Tommy held his pounding head, stomach twisting. “What happened?”


    “We were hit with something.” Ben kept trying to see through the darkness. “We all have neck wounds.”


    Tommy felt for his injury, gagging, but he managed not to vomit again. He’d always had a strong stomach. It had been helpful at times. He found the small lump on the back of his neck, but didn’t feel any blood. “Drugs?”


    “Something ugly.” Josh spoke over his shoulder. He and Ryan had resumed their guard positions. “I hurt, like Marc taught me a lesson.”


    “Can anyone get a message out?” Tommy shivered as his bare feet touched the bars… Bare? “I’m naked!”


    “Yeah, we all are.” Ben grunted angrily. “I put everyone facing outward to watch for trouble while we recover, not that we can see anything. None of us can send a message. Might be the same stuff Donner used.”


    “Soon, we’re gonna kick our way out of here and kill someone.” Scott was eager for it.


    “Sounds good.” Tommy puked through the rusty bars in front of him.


    Ben and the others controlled their own queasy guts. All of them were shivering, streaked in mud and filth.


    “Give me the lay.” Tommy put his cheek against the cool metal, trying not to hurl again.


    “We’re in a cage in a long room.” Ben tapped the bars. “We can see light under a door at the far side. No one else has spoken or moved, so we assume we’re alone, but that can’t be verified.”


    “We’re in a cell?”


    “Of some sort.” Josh shrugged. “I found bars and a stucco wall. Not a jailhouse setup. This cell is raised. I can reach out and under a little. Nothing down there.”


    “We’re sitting at an angle.” Tyler clenched his fists as his stomach roiled again. “I’m almost positive of it.”


    “Lets the mess drain.” Dexter gagged.


    Churning, Tommy gasped. “Sorry!” He emptied his guts again.


    “You should be good now.” Ben had been awake first, so he’d been able to count it. “Your sight should be coming around any time too.”


    Tommy was startled to realize he hadn’t been able to see, but there were now tiny gleams of light against his lids that said Ben was correct. “Damn. I didn’t notice.”


    “Me either, at first.” Ben rubbed his face. “I woke up and cracked my nose on the bars. Probably look like I’ve been beaten.”


    Tommy scowled. I should have asked already. I’m so hazy! “Has anyone been hurt?”


    Ryan remembered not to shake his head. “No. You?”


    Tommy studied his body and shook his head. He groaned at the new wave of pain and nausea. “Ugh… No. Is everyone here?”


    “The traitor’s son isn’t. No XO either.”


    No one voiced theories on that.


    Tommy tried to reason it out. “So we were grabbed and stripped, then put into a cell. For what?”


    “Revenge for Donner or the big bunker?” Josh was grateful for the voices of his team. He hated the dark.


    “Maybe.” Ben swallowed thick saliva, feeling a sore throat. “Could also be any of the refugee families or even the Mexicans.”


    “She’s made a lot of enemies.” Ryan meant Angela. In situations like this, they weren’t supposed to use real names.


    “Yeah, you’d think people would know better than to challenge us by now.” Dexter kicked the bars. “Don’t they get tired of dying?”


    Scott tilted his head. “I can hear talking. In the next room.”


    The team stilled, straining to hear as they realized another sense was returning. They’d all judged the muffled sound of their own voices to be a hangover effect from whatever had been shot into them. Sound seemed to snap in place all at once, startling the captives with footsteps, shouts, clangs and bangs, doors slamming, and other noises that echoed into their brains like spikes.


    “Ugh! Make it quit.”


    “Damn, that hurts.”


    The door opened suddenly, flooding them with light. Even the Eagles with their backs to it covered their faces in misery.


    “I’m turning on all the lights. Keep your eyes shaded until they adapt or your nose will bleed,” a female instructed.


    More light flooded them, bringing fresh groans.


    “You will shower and dress. Stand up when you believe you can do that.”


    All of the team forced themselves to their feet. Not only did they need to stay together, they also wanted out of the cage to avoid the mess and have an opportunity to escape.


    “One at a time. The cell is not locked.”


    Not locked! Tommy screamed silently in rage. We could have already been out!


    “I am Renda. Your owner.”


    The men who could view their captor were shocked into silence. The rest of the team shared not-so-subtle glances of preparation as her footsteps neared the cell.


    “It is easy to think you can rush me, but I would suggest you inspect the situation before you do it.” Renda came to stand in front of the cell, but not close enough to be grabbed.


    Some of the team still gawked at her in dismayed surprise, while the other half stared in frustration at the six hulking men near the door. Each of them glowered menacingly from behind their gear and guns, telling the naked team that any attempt at escape would be met with ugly consequences.


    “We’ll shower.” Tommy stared at her, looking for weaknesses. “What then?”


    “You’ll be fed and prepared for sale.” Renda swept them for wounds and distinguishing features. “Are you injured or broken in any way? Are you carriers of disease?”


    Tommy glared at her in disbelief. “We’re being sold? As what?”


    “Slaves,” Renda smiled. “who provide whatever our patrons want. Labor, reproduction, security, any skills you may have…”


    Tommy understood she wanted details to base their prices on, but he couldn’t get past the fact that they’d been kidnapped to be sold. “You’re a trafficker?”


    “I am a trader! And one of the masters of Market Town. You are property to be sold as soon as the market opens.” She pointed at the showers lining the wall by the cell. “One at a time.”


    None of the Eagles moved.


    Renda pointed at Tyler. “He’s weak. I will shoot him and trade his body to the health master for experiments.”


    Tommy sighed in defeat and went to the shower.


    Renda smiled again, showing white teeth and cruelty. “A fast learner. Excellent. Tell me of your skills.”


    Tommy tried not to enjoy the warm water in the portable shower, but it was impossible not to be grateful that he was getting clean. The promise of clothes was also something to anticipate. He did the best he could to ignore the way the female studied his body and movements, recording things on her clipboard.


    “Skills?” Renda reminded as Tommy dried off with a towel she gave him from the large stack on shelves by the shower. She swept him observantly, from toe to hair, then came to linger on his male parts.


    Tommy turned scarlet. “I don’t usually charge a woman for this, but you’ve been rude, so you’ll have to pay.”


    Renda laughed, delighted. “Service provider. Are you sterile?”


    “Not that I know of.” Tommy happily slid into the jogging pants and paper slippers. His toes were frozen. “You in need?”


    Renda wasn’t used to captives who accepted their situation so fast. She scanned him suspiciously. “If I were?”


    “I’d make a deal.” Tommy motioned Ryan to hit the shower while he followed Renda to a long table adjacent the guards.


    “You have nothing to trade. Not even your life. It is mine.”


    Tommy tried to send out a sexy vibe. “A willing man is easier to handle.”


    Renda gestured toward a double deep sink. “That is where your ankle tendons will be cut after sale, to prevent you from escaping your new owner. I will tell them to do yours deeper than most.”


    Tommy sat down where she pointed. “Can’t blame a slave for trying.”


    Renda didn’t know whether to snicker or shout. She settled for going back to the shower to question Ryan.


    Tommy spent a moment examining the piles of food on the tray in front of him, and then another long minute studying the row of muscle. The guards were hard, big, and armed, but their blurry features were truly intimidating. They were expressionless. These six men wouldn’t show mercy. They would be the ones to cripple the slaves when the woman ordered it, Tommy was certain. He was still contemplating their captors when Ryan joined him.


    “Interesting setup they’ve got here.” Ryan was trying to determine if security was supposed to keep them from conversing.


    “Effective so far.” Tommy was now studying the windowless red walls and tiny vents.


    “Shut up!” the nearest sentry growled. “Eat!”


    Tommy nodded at Ryan. They were thinking the same thing. Drag the meal out. When the rest of the team was at the table, they would jump the guards and take their guns, with the woman as their hostage for an escape. As Eagles, they’d practiced scenarios like this.


    “Your people are nothing to me!” Renda’s angry words echoed. “Market Town doesn’t answer to this Safe Haven or anyone else. Get over there!”


    Scott joined Tommy and Ryan with red cheeks and furious eyes that promised revenge.


    “Eat.” Renda waved. “Or we will make you.”


    The trio considered attacking right then, but seven of their guys were still in the cell, with one just lathering up. Tommy reluctantly took a bite of what he hoped was a hamburger.


    “Beef!” He hadn’t expected other groups to have beef, though he wasn’t sure why he had that preconceived notion.


    “We have all the comforts of home.” Renda motioned a sentry to supervise the remaining men as they showered. She directed Josh into a seat by Tommy. “You will not be hurt as long as you do what you are told. The food is not drugged or poisoned. We have a reputation to uphold.”


    “Best slaves in the state?” Scott questioned sarcastically. He added a quick rake of her attire–handmade tan pants and tan shirt under a hip-length suede jacket–and rolled his eyes. “Looks like you’re doing well.”


    “Yes, my sullen gold mine.” Renda smiled again. “Our slaves are healthy and so are our whores. We give fair prices for all services.”


    “Sounds like a big operation.” Tommy fished for information.


    “Yes, very big.” Renda pointed. “Hundreds of us. Do not risk your lives for freedom. Owners are protection. Get one and obey them.”


    “Eat!” the guard growled again.


    Renda shrugged at the angry looks from Tommy and Scott. “They get in trouble if the slaves lose weight or become ill. You were weighed when brought in. We check it daily.”


    She reached over and took a cold fry from Ryan’s tray. Chewing, she repeated, “It is not drugged. We will control you through your loyalty to each other, now that you’ve confirmed it exists.”


    Tommy bit into the hamburger again to keep from giving the order to attack. This place is pissing me off.


    “Perhaps you will be one of the lucky few who are bought by their friends or family.” Renda took a drink from the plastic cup on Tommy’s tray to drive in her point. “I have heard there are two new people in town this morning. That bodes well for you.”


    The Eagles at the table couldn’t hide their relief at hearing the news. Kendle and Conner hadn’t abandoned them.


    “See?” Renda flashed teeth at them. “Eat, rest on the cots. If fate wants you to be with your friends, it will be so.”


    Ben joined them at the table. “What keeps slaves from killing their new owners and coming back here to settle these scores?”


    Renda’s brows puckered, eyes going dangerously blank. “We keep track. If one of you causes trouble, all of you will be punished. If one of you escapes, one will be killed and sold to the health master.” Clearly sensing the intentions of the men at the table, Renda retreated toward the guards with a hand on her whip. “It would cost me a lot to order all of you put down, but I would recoup my losses eventually. Please don’t force that choice. Bullets are expensive, even for me.”


    Beside her, the sentries raised their guns in support, destroying any chance of an attack. They stayed that way as the rest of the team showered and came to the table.


     


    When all 11 slaves were seated, picking at their food, Renda slid a paper onto the table. “Those are the rules. Tell buyers anything different and we will cut off a toe each time.” She glided from the room with a cheerful grin.


    “She loves her job.” One of their rookies, Carl, glared after her.


    Tommy snorted. “Yeah.”


    “I’m still having trouble with my eyes.” Ben kept going before the guard could protest against talking. “Someone read me the rules.”


    “I’ll do it.” Tyler picked up the paper. In their practice lessons, this was his role–the distraction. “The Masters set prices. Do not make deals for yourself...”


    It gave cover for Josh and Scott to talk lowly. Their backs were to the guards.


    Tommy joined the conversation with their hand code, but kept his eyes on the tray so their captors wouldn’t know they were communicating.


    Try anyway?


    No. Unarmed. No location.


    Wait to be taken out of here.


    The other two men gave curt nods in response.


    Tommy understood. He wanted to try attacking the guards too, but he also wanted to get everyone out alive. Their captors weren’t bluffing.


    “Eat!”


    The team tried to dig into the cold food, knowing they needed to keep up their strength, but cramping stomachs made it hard. The sounds of their cell being hosed out didn’t help. They remained at the table for almost an hour, studying the room, before the bossy sentry ordered them to a row of cots along the opposite wall.


    “Sleep!” Bossy ordered.


    The 11 men went slowly, casting glares and glowers that were not returned. Other than fear of their captive’s health failing, the sentries didn’t seem to have any emotions at all.


    “Let’s find out how far we can go.” Scott flashed quick gestures. Table goes up, blocks them. Half hold the table and the others grab guns.


    Tommy wanted to agree, but Bossy lifted his AK.


    “We do get paid for the bodies if you try to escape. It isn’t all about your wellbeing.”


    Frustrated, Tommy lay down on the first cot. That answer revealed intelligence, something he had been hoping their guards didn’t have. From this point on, Tommy would assume they were being held by individuals with routines and schedules like the Eagles. It made the situation much worse.


    “This is gonna get ugly.” Josh took the cot by their team leader.


    “What happens if someone actually buys us?” Dexter was worried about being split up.


    “Meet here.” Ben tried to get comfortable.


    “And our…owners?” Tyler shut his eyes.


    “Judge it based on the situation,” Tommy was relieved the guards were cleaning up the table and not paying the conversation any attention. “If she wasn’t bluffing about that tendon slicing, we’ll have to react before that. Be ready for my signal.”


    Ryan asked a question that had occurred to him upon seeing the woman. “Was she Iranian?”


    Tommy nodded. “I think so. Bossy isn’t, though. His accent sounds eastern. But not our eastern, if you know what I mean.”


    “I couldn’t place it, either.”


    Tommy didn’t tell Ryan that he was almost positive he had identified it. The answer was terrifying. He wanted to confirm it first.


    The team continued to gather information instead of going to sleep, all glad when their stomachs settled and their fine motor skills returned. In another hour, they would be in full control of themselves again and then this place was going to learn who they were.


    Tommy studied the features and the security, but he also listened to the noises. He could still hear voices in the room next to theirs, but the other side of the door held the most mystery. It sounded as if there was an entire town out there. He’d even heard laughter from children. It almost confirmed his theories. Only someone with organizational skills and brute force could accomplish this and keep it running.


    “Think we’re close to where we were?” Ramer was thinking of their trucks and weapons.


    “I was in the rear of our Tahoe.” Ryan grimaced. “I keep getting flashes of my kit rolling around against the tailgate. They have it all.”


    “We have bigger trouble than missing wheels or rifles. I may have figured out who these people are.” Tommy gestured toward their captors. “That accent was Dutch. Hers was Iranian. The man on the end has a Russian flag tat on his palm. They’re foreign soldiers.”


    “People who were visiting family or government workers who got trapped here after the war?” Ben frowned. “You know it’s very unlikely that they would all put aside their differences, even to survive.”


    Tommy shook his head, glad when it only hurt a little instead of a lot. “No. See the blue helmet tattoos the guards have? The woman had one on her wrist. I saw it when she handed me a towel. That’s a UN logo.”


    “UN!” Ryan made a face. “Does that mean a government made it through the war? I thought the rest of the world was as bad off as we are.”


    “I don’t know.” Tommy lowered his voice. “But for right now, we have to assume that America has been invaded.”


    “We have to tell the boss.” Josh concentrated. “Can anyone try it yet?”


    “Maybe in a few hours.” Tommy was gathering his energy. “I’m the only one here with long range skills. She had me in private lessons.”


    Instead of being jealous, the rest of the men were relieved. Angela’s classes had been hard, but useful. This team could use the mental connection over short distances, but they hadn’t had success in the longer tests they’d done on their own.


    “I passed them all.” Tommy was reading them through the headache. “I wasn’t allowed to tell you. Now we know why.” That was a reminder not to let their captors know either.


    The men all went quiet. They had a simple plan in place, most of them were together, and all of them were uninjured. They already held the advantage. Their captors just didn’t know it yet.


     


     


    2


    “It’s morning.”


    Kendle jerked awake, hand going to her knife.


    Conner resumed his perch on the dresser while she got herself together. He gave her three full minutes of quiet.


    Kendle tried to rush herself awake, but the haze of sleeping in small chunks instead of a full night was already pulling on her. Once the adrenaline kicked in, she would be fine today, but tomorrow could get dicey if she didn’t get them all out of here.


    “The market opened. I heard the bell. And our host is on his way here now.”


    “Good.” Kendle pushed to her feet. “Follow my lead. Don’t let them use your emotions to add costs to the total.”


    “I’ll try hard.” Conner had already heard cries that forced him to hold himself in place. He was certain they’d been young. Only Kendle’s pain-filled whimpers from the closet had kept him from insisting they do something.


    Kendle placed a hand on his shoulder in sympathy, but she didn’t offer platitudes. She didn’t have any. They couldn’t attack and risk their men, but more than that, Safe Haven didn’t need another war and they had no idea if these people were a serious threat yet. From all appearances they were, but Kendle couldn’t challenge the leadership here without permission from the boss or Marc.


    There was a tap on the door. “You ready in there?”


    Kendle motioned Conner to follow as she opened it.


    Rice smiled happily. “Food first, or the market and then lunch?”


    Kendle knew Conner was hungry, but they still had a few supplies from the kit she’d taken out of their truck right before it had been stolen. “The market.”


    Rice didn’t argue. He’d already eaten.


    Kendle adjusted her jacket over her guns. “Where do I go when we get in there?”


    “She’ll come to you.” Rice led the way. “This is a large load of slaves. She’s very happy with me.”


    “A woman owns my team?”


    “Renda is one of this town’s masters. She’s the nicest of them.”


    “When did the masters...collect this town?” Kendle nodded politely to the family members on crusty floors and grungy couches who watched her suspiciously from their plush blankets and thick sleeping bags. The mix of poverty and extravagance was odd.


    “Six months or so.” Rice took them down the creaking wooden steps. “Feels longer.”


    “Slavery usually does. Tell me how the market runs.”


    Rice held the front door for her, glaring at the other occupants of the building who were craning their necks down the stairs and over banisters. One of them was the beaten decoy from their ambush. Before Conner could be rude, Rice shouted. “Get to your jobs! We have quotas or the others don’t eat!”


    Kendle frowned, not shading her view against the dim dawn sky that had finally dried into grudging clouds of ugly gray. “What others?”


    “You’ll see.” As they stepped out into stinking, damp air, Rice fastened the home with a padlock.


    Kendle stopped Conner from asking why. She looked pointedly upward, where uniformed troops were visible in the cloudy light of dawn. There were large towers on every corner of the tall, thick, wooden wall that surrounded the town, each with four large men or women. In the street, there were small security posts with pairs of heavily armed men, spaced roughly every 100 feet.


    “Wow.” Conner was surprised by the size. He couldn’t see the end of the wall for all the apartments crammed around a long, rectangular wall with more towers and guards. It was like the front of a fort, with thugs instead of soldiers. “How many people live here?”


    “Hundreds. More will come after the next town is added.” Rice gave a friendly hello and good morning to a large man and woman coming from a bakery that had pastries in the frosted glass window.


    The couple, carrying heavy baskets laden with sweets, gave Rice approving glances after scanning his company.


    Conner’s stomach growled.


    “The next town?” Kendle watched other locals come and go through a main gate located not far from the residence where they’d spent the night.


    “Rupert, Georgia was approached last month and given 30 days to decide. If they say no, the masters will set the troops loose there, which keeps them happy. If the town agrees, the masters will double their labor force and still gain some new slaves from those few who always refuse to conform.”


    “Sweet deal.”


    “It actually is.” Rice ignored her sarcasm, leading them past the first security post with his warty chin up. “All these towns are starving. Here, they will work and they will be fed.”


    “What about those who don’t have a skill?”


    “And the elderly?”


    Rice didn’t answer either of them.


    The town around them was haunting to both of the descendants, who could sense the misery. The trash fluttering on the wind swept against the bare feet of dozens of hollow-eyed men and women lingering in openings and alleys. They hadn’t detected them last night in the dark and rain. Their sallow, bruised skin implied a terrible drug problem here.


    There were other problems in view as well. Human and animal waste ran down the street, telling them there wasn’t water or power for the slaves. Kendle doubted the masters were exposed to their own excrement.


    Rice lowered his voice as they approached the market entrance, where a sign declared the hours as Dawn to Dusk. “Don’t talk around the soldiers.”


    Kendle didn’t plan to. The hulking thugs were everywhere, watching everything.


    She and Conner walked behind Rice as he led them to the gate guards. One black and one white, both sentries appraised them warily.


    Rice slowly held up his hand and pulled his sleeve aside to reveal a brand. “This gives me my quota for the month.”


    The short, white sentry wore crossed ammo belts and overalls that hadn’t been washed in a long time. Dirt fell from the creases as he examined Rice’s mark and then wrote something in a wrinkled book.


    Kendle scanned the other troops in sight, comforted by their boredom and worries of low ammo. Both could work to her advantage.


    “How are we playing this?” Conner admired the black sentry’s attire. Even his tie was made from leather.


    “Like any other trip into hostile territory,” Kendle answered as they were waved through the opening gates. “Eagle rules.”


    Conner didn’t know what that meant. He wasn’t really an Eagle yet.


    “You will be. She has plans for you.”


    They went quiet as the gates opened fully, revealing another small town.


    Rice led them toward the center of the circular encampment, through town members and the guards around these better-built shacks. Kendle assumed the furniture in them would be above Rice’s in quality. She also doubted these people would need sleeping bags. They could afford more blankets.


    The two women at the open café to the right of the market gates were wearing enough jewelry to be visible from space if the sun ever hit them. The bodyguards hovering made it simple to conclude they were wealthy–not enough to be a trader or a master, but certainly enough to be supervisors or mates of traders and masters.


    “Wow.”


    Kendle nodded at Conner’s awe, but not for the same reason. The boy was impressed by the upbeat music and booths, by the flowers and the perfume. Kendle respected the brute force being used in an open display to those who came here to trade. She hadn’t been exposed to such a display of guns since they’d fought Donner’s men. Many of her plans were now useless. The only way they could fight this was with their power, but even if they won and escaped with their team, the townspeople, who were abundant, would be killed. They couldn’t remove this problem without Angela or Marc’s permission. It was a no-win situation.


    I feel it again, Conner sent.


    Kendle used a subtle gesture to tell Conner not to use that form of communication. They hadn’t asked Rice if the masters had any monitoring methods in place for magic users. Mental conversations might be recognized.


    “You have to make an easy choice now.” Rice turned to Kendle. “Normally, I would take you on a tour to encourage you to come and trade again. Some people demand to be taken straight to their missing items, but they almost never get them. They usually become slaves for their unwillingness to deal.”


    “We’ll tour.” Kendle spoke over the chatter of marketplace residents and shoppers. She looked at Conner. “Stay about five feet behind us and watch my back.”


    Conner did as he was told, trying to appear as intimidating as his dad.


    “The item we discussed is in the same area your team will be, if you make a deal. They may be there already if someone made an early bid. That happens sometimes. Be careful not to draw attention. You’re on camera in every section and it will drive up the prices.”


    Kendle wasn’t concerned with that yet. She needed to examine the layout and verify her team was okay. As she did that, she was hoping to see something to trade with or at least a weakness to exploit. If she didn’t, she would offer up the next two locations on the map that Angela had given her. One was a stock of bottled water. The other was a DHS office that had been armed, but not used.


    Kendle hoped those would meet the cost of the trade. Once that was handled, she would need to see where this mystery descendant was being held so she could develop a plan for it. She assumed she would figure that out while going for the supplies. These market thieves were very organized. Kendle didn’t expect to find something here to use as currency. Which meant she would be at least a week behind schedule, even if that all went smoothly. She would have to contact Angela soon. Kendle was dreading the call.


    “Was this a school?” Conner recognized the basic design.


    Rice took them up long, wide stairs toward another gate where doors had obviously been. “Yes. Now, it’s our market. You can get anything here.”


    The musician with his top hat and keyboard on one side and the busy face painting booth on the other was almost too much for Conner and Kendle to accept. They didn’t reply to Rice’s comment.


    “Ah,” a female drawled from nearby. “I’m glad you have the patrons, Rice.”


    They all turned to face the short woman with scars on her cheeks and a long braid. She was sitting at one of the stools that lined the front of an outdoor bar. Her exposed skin, what little there was, boasted almost as many scars as Kendle’s.


    Rice bowed to the female. “This is our slave master, Renda. After the tour, she is the one you’ll ask to speak with.”


    Renda nodded her approval at how Rice was handling things. “Carry on.”


    Kendle lingered a moment to give the French-braided woman a hard stare. Trying to convey her evil nature, Kendle was careful not to reveal more.


    Renda smirked. “I look forward to your bid.”


    Kendle turned away, following Rice. “If they’re injured, you won’t get one. I’ll buy new stock and spread the word your slaves aren’t cared for.”


    Renda jumped from the stool, arm rising. “My stock is the best in the state! They eat better than I do!”


    Kendle shrugged, not repeating herself. She was only guessing about how to handle the short, muscle-bound woman. This could all blow up with little provocation.


    Renda watched the scarred fighter disappear through the market gates, scowling. After a moment, she marched toward her private entrance, muttering under her breath. She wanted to check on her slaves, be certain the guards were obeying their instructions. A bad reputation would get her removed from the market and she didn’t feel like killing for the slot again. The first time had been tiring. Her sister hadn’t wanted to stay under the water.


    Rice let out a deep breath as they got out of earshot. “Be careful! The female master has protections here. If anything happens to her, other masters will take it out on everyone!”


    “By burning down the market?” Conner stared at the well-stocked balloon stand and working Pac-Man arcade in wonder. He hadn’t seen those signs of civilization since before the war.


    Rice pointed at the signs on one entry wall. “They take pictures. That’s the first stop on the tour.”


    Kendle and Conner reluctantly approached the red brick wall, bracing for ugliness.


    Conner turned away first, unable to stand the images of children being hurt and burned alive. It was demoralizing. He stared at the dingy white tiles on the floor to avoid Rice’s knowing smirk.


    Kendle forced herself to view the entire set of pictures. Looking weak right now wasn’t an option. In fact, there was a chance they would be attacked and enslaved themselves when these so-called masters found out she didn’t have anything to trade. If Rice was wrong about their willingness to make a deal, they were in deep trouble. Magic would be their recourse.


    Kendle turned to Rice without a change in her facade.


    Rice gestured toward the opposite wall, where more signs waited. “All of them please.”


     


    Rooms with red doors are forbidden.


     


    Deliveries must follow the yellow lines outside to the loading dock. Have paperwork ready!


     


    Tour first. Bother the brokers last.


     


    Management is not responsible for any injuries, thefts, or deaths while you are in the market place or Market Town.


     


    Hours 7am–7pm. Slaves are available every three days. Bidding starts at noon.


     


    “Is the next stop a demonstration?”


    “Yeah. Nice guess!” Rice beamed. “Most people don’t get it that quickly.”


    Kendle and Conner both braced as they were led into a small section off the main entrance. Between the signs and Rice hurrying, they didn’t have much time to view the hallways.


    “These slaves have committed crimes against the masters...”


    Kendle got the impression that Rice hated this part of the tour. When he scanned the chained men and women in various stages of abuse, so did she. The urge to act was powerful.


    Kendle put a hand on Conner’s arm, falling into a vague plan. “You wanted to come along and learn how to do this. Be still and learn it.”


    Rice’s body language was approving as he led them toward the door at their end of the hall entrance. “The next stop is last. Then we can tour until the time for slaving.”


    “When they sell them?” Kendle ignored Conner’s confusion. He would catch on to what she wanted.


    “Yes. There will be a crowd.”


    “Is it an auction?”


    “No.” Rice opened the door and held it. “The bids are private. Masters don’t like their wealth being announced, even to each other.”


    Kendle wanted to reply, but the inhabitants crammed into the zone glanced up with so much fear and misery that her stomach clenched. “Collateral?”


    “Yes. If you have to collect items to trade with, this is where your boy will stay.”


    Kendle swept the cramped, filthy people and the portable setups for waste and washing. “Will he be safe?”


    “Each day lessens the odds of it.” Rice shrugged. “He is young enough to train, as you clearly know. He would be worth the lives of at least three adult men.”


    Kendle and Conner both frowned, for different reasons.


    “What happens if their family doesn’t come or fails to deliver?”


    “They become the property of the masters.”


    Rice sounded angry for the first time. Kendle caught his fast glance toward the soldiers and then another swift, longing peek at a small group huddled in a far corner.


    Kendle waited until they were back in the hallway. “How many of them are yours?”


    “Later.” Rice took them back past the signs and into the first floor. Aware of the need to gawk, Rice put them along a wall so they didn’t block the path between the stalls and security booths. The guards didn’t like it when they couldn’t view the next post down the hall.


    After a moment, Kendle turned to Rice. “I want to see it all. Is there time before the bidding?”


    Rice peered up at the familiar round clock. “Noon is the opening for slaves and livestock.” His features brightened. “They give out free popcorn on slave days. That’s nice, right?”


    “Yep.” Kendle forced a smile instead of the angry tirade that came to mind. “Show me everything. Don’t skip a single area.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Six



    Toured and Lured
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    “Who has control over this floor?” Kendle scanned the nervous, depressed locals mentally and physically.


    “The masters share control. Renda owns the slaves and the weapons wing. Iram owns the food and water, along with the health wing. Iram and Renda share control of everything else on this floor. Yuri is master of the upstairs level and everything there. Xavier owns the basement.” Rice led them down the hall, pointing out shops. “That’s the small café. It’s connected to the music lounge. You can get iPods full of old tunes and coffee with hot rolls. It’s a great place to relax after working all day or traveling.”


    Rice sounded like he was giving a sales pitch.


    The shops had been remodeled to have glass windows, like a mall. It felt much like that as Rice led them down the tiled halls. Kendle shook her head at Conner when he would have spoken. She didn’t know what he wanted to say, but until she had a firm plan in mind, he needed to be quiet.


    “Next is the dance club. The girls take turns entertaining the market customers. In exchange, they get a discount on supplies.”


    Kendle didn’t glance in the windows or open curtains where music and stench rolled out, but Conner gaped open-mouthed until they were by both shops.


    Kendle raised her hand to slap him in the back of the head, but lowered it. Cast iron frying pans had been trying to correct that reaction to breasts in guys for a long time, but it hadn’t succeeded. It was biology. Nothing changed that. Determined to get deeper into her role, Kendle sighed. “We could probably find the time, if you make your own deal.”


    Conner flushed. “No, thanks.”


    Kendle chuckled. “Suit yourself.”


    “Our girls are very clean.” Rice ignored the boy’s red cheeks. “We mostly cater to women now, but the girls are eager to please.”


    Kendle was surprised to hear that. “Those shops are full of men?”


    “Yes.”


    Kendle swallowed and kept walking.


    Rice steered them around groups of troops and townspeople exchanging paper and merchandise at an accounting table. Near it was another table with a tag that said market broker. “Normally you would make a deal with the broker, but only Renda deals for the slaves.”


    “How does the checkout work?”


    “Vendors on any floor will give you a ticket. You bring it to the broker and make a deal, except on slave trade days. The broker and the masters are all in the main section with the cashiers then.”


    “Where did the masters come from?”


    “They were part of a UN training group that got stranded at Souther Field. Once they unloaded their trucks and crates, they took control.”


    “What happened to the airport?”


    “Burnt down when they took the first town. The masters don’t want to be stretched too thin.” Rice pointed. “Do you mind if we start downstairs? I have wagers to collect. I need to get to them before they spend their winnings.”


    Kendle shrugged. “We’re on your time until noon.”


    Rice led them to steep stairs with thick, sturdy rails. “After you.”


    Kendle and Conner took the steps down to the basement that had been remodeled to become one huge zone. It seemed endless from the bottom of the stairs.


    Conner gaped. “Is this what the real Vegas was like?”


    Kendle smiled a bit. “Yeah, but louder.”


    “You went?”


    “Regularly. My…sister, Dawn, had the bug. She liked roulette.”


    Conner heard the deep sorrow and felt yet another connection with Kendle. He also knew loss.


    Kendle went cold, eyes fixed on a far wall. Their two matching Tahoe trucks were behind a rope, labeled as prizes for a grand championship fight that hadn’t been scheduled yet.


    Kendle glowered at Rice. “How can I trade for my trucks if you’ve given them away?”


    “Make a deal with the winner, I guess.” Rice smiled cheerfully. “Or you could fight for them. Anyone can enter the championship.”


    “No, thanks.” Kendle had read the fine print. The championship was a bracket matchup that lasted for three days. She wasn’t going to be here that long.


    “Probably for the best. These matches can be to the death. You act like a hardass, but you can’t keep your end of the deal if you die.”


    Kendle was startled into a snicker at his ruthlessness. “Well, this will be a town to remember.”


    “Lady, you have no idea how right you are.”


    Left without a response, she and Conner followed Rice deep into the glittery basement of the Americus City High School.


    “Wait here.” Rice pointed toward the corner with the row of slot machines. “I won’t be long.”


    Kendle turned to her right and began to walk.


    Conner stayed five feet behind and tried not to be distracted by the bells and clangs, the lights and flashy décor.


    Kendle strolled by the row of wide oval tables where the middle class sat drinking and playing. She suspected most of their winnings went to pay off current tabs for the expensive clothes and accessories. These tables reeked of desperation and thievery.


    Next to the tables was a small rope partitioning off tournament booths where only half a dozen men remained. Kendle corrected her impression, seeing dusty places on the floor without footprints. Or only that many had shown up.


    In the center, where bright banners draped the ceiling to floor, there were three divided areas. The first one she walked by held two tired cocks pecking at each other. There was a crowd around that ring, but most of them were guards trying to control a handler who wanted to jump in and beat his bird.


    In the middle was a huge ring waiting for a later event. The mat was layered in dust. The far end held a plastic tub with two scrawny females scratching at each other while the referee sprayed them with water. Few people, male or female, were paying attention.


    Kendle came to the end of the basement and the stairs that would take her back up to level one, and turned left to finish her circuit. The arcades along that short wall were tempting. She’d loved arcades. She didn’t let the set of pool tables draw a reaction either. She’d also been good at that, as well as the variety of throwing games that had been nailed to the walls.


    An empty oval counter with ropes was the single attraction along the opposite wall. Kendle returned to the entrance in disappointment. This is post-war entertainment?


    She found Rice at the broker table in front of the animal ring, arguing about the amount. She went up the stairs without telling him. She needed a few minutes away.


    Conner swept the electronic dartboards in longing as they left, wondering if the empty popcorn machine next to them worked. If he had something to trade and their team was safe, he would come here and spend half a day playing. He missed being able to do things like that without worrying all the time.


    Kendle understood, but it was yet another example of the wisdom of age. Youth would take the first flashy thing that came, feeling as though there might never be anything better. Age waited for the quality version because they’d been around enough to know which one was more satisfying over the long run. Conner would learn that lesson in time, if he survived. Kendle was suddenly positive that he would. The kid was smart and tough.


    Wanting to avoid the masters as long as she could, Kendle kept going up the empty stairs, skipping the first floor. She didn’t want to get in Renda’s way again until she had a solid plan.


    Signs and warnings were written on, and nailed to, all of the walls in the stairwell, including a large one at the top of the steps that told them not to steal or they would become slaves. Kendle didn’t plan on it. Rice had given her a description of what was up here. If she got lucky, this floor might be productive.


    Conner was still reading the signs as Kendle went into the hall, lingering on the fading poster board that advertised happy hour and live entertainment. That spelled party for him.


    The pair emerged into a dim hall on the top floor that reeked of sweet smells and soft music.


    Conner sniffed the air like a dog. “Is that…pizza?”


    Kendle motioned toward an adjacent section. The name of the café wasn’t discernible, but the words Food, Drinks, Snacks were flashing in neon lighting.


    Kendle turned them away from the café, stomach now growling. She took the opposite hall to make the circuit, noting a plumbing stall and a gardening shop. As she neared the end of the first long side, she found a tool store and a communication stand, where radios and batteries were on display behind a small locked cage. She read signs that informed her those were only for the masters and guards.


    The corners of this second floor held stacks of washers and dryers, with pipes and hoses stretched out like snakes. Kendle stepped carefully, as did everyone else who traveled the damp hall.


    Along the shortest red wall was an actual tailoring shop and a hairdresser, both with fencing fastened over the entire front of the booths. She assumed it was too early for those businesses to expect customers. Dawn’s break was an hour gone.


    Nearby, a security post was shoved into the corner. It was empty, surprising her. The basement and first floor had heavy protection. Why not up here?


    Kendle refused to hurry as she hit the other long side and found the upstairs entertainment section. There were girls for rent, men on chains, and a theater with popcorn smells flowing from the open doors. Vague, hard-hitting music beats echoed through the closed spaces.


    Conner gaped with longing and curiosity.


    At the end of this hall was a red door. Kendle avoided it.


    In the center of the upstairs were the living quarters and cubbies for rent. It appeared that all of them had been added or remodeled to provide the spaces without regard for comfort. Most of them were open, revealing emptiness.


    “I need to go.”


    Kendle sighed. So did she.


    “Do you suppose those are for the public?” Conner pointed to the restrooms next to the door that was off limits.


    Kendle glanced around for someone to ask, but the second floor was deserted. She shrugged. “Let’s find out. Stay together.”


    Bracing, Kendle took him into the men’s john to spare him, but there was no one inside for her to embarrass. She hurried, hoping he did too.


    After checking the few stalls, Kendle went to the exit. “I’m nearby.”


    “Okay.”


    Kendle found a fairly clean place along the wall to wait for him. Getting tissue from the roll, while under real lights, had been nice. The electricity downstairs had drawn the same emotions, just not as strongly. “Funny the things you miss.”


    “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”


    Kendle jumped, moving away from the wall. She swept the hall but didn’t see anyone. “Where are you?”


    A short, squat man wearing pants and a shirt the exact shade of red as the bricks stepped forward with his hand out. “You need a room? I have rooms.” His black boots and greasy black beard gleamed in the dimness.


    Recognizing him from the description she’d been given, Kendle shook his hand. “You must be Yuri.”


    The furry male dimpled in happiness. “Yes!” He motioned at the nearest open cubicle for rent. “Come!”


    Kendle stayed in the doorway so Conner would see her as soon as he came from the restroom, but it was also as far as she needed to go. It was a small square room with nice furniture and threadbare blankets and pillows.


    “You can have this for cheap. You stay, huh?”


    Kendle inspected the faded signs and dusty floors of the section around them. “You’ll run a tab.”


    Yuri pouted. “People never pay them. No tabs.”


    “Okay.”


    Conner came over with a deep frown when he saw there was a man with her. “You all right?”


    Kendle ignored the question, studying Yuri. His eyes had widened at spotting Conner. She could almost hear his wheels turning.


    “The boy.” Yuri pointed. “My best cubby, with food and care for your stay.”


    “For the duration?”


    Conner glared at her in hurt surprise.


    “Yes, yes. He is worth much to the slave master.”


    “Will you accept him as collateral on my tab?”


    Yuri’s face scrunched into concentration as he considered it. His hand came up to his brow, stroking… “You would pay it off or give me the boy?”


    “Yes.”


    “Done.”


    Kendle put a hand out to shake as Conner spun toward the stairs.


    “Grab him!” Yuri ordered.


    Foreign soldiers in red clothes sprang from shadowy tables that Kendle and Conner hadn’t noticed without using their descendant powers. The wood had been painted the same shade as the brick. It was perfect camouflage.


    The door clicked ahead of him, locking.


    Conner stopped.


    Instead of the beating he’d expected, the sentries surrounded the boy and gently nudged him toward Yuri.


    “Interesting.” Kendle ignored Conner’s mental threats to let his wrath loose on them all. “He won’t be harmed?”


    “No, no, no. Our slaves are the best in the state!”


    “He’ll be with the wretches we saw downstairs?”


    Conner perked up, stomach calming. She wasn’t trading him.


    “Yes. Have him there by the time the market closes. I will have the best cubby ready for you.”


    Kendle was glad Conner now seemed to understand what she was doing. He would be in with Rice’s family. He was also next to the slaves, to their team, and he would be safe. The masters couldn’t kidnap him because he was already in their care.


    Yuri left them, troops returning to their cleverly hidden posts.


    Kendle went into the café before Conner could speak.


    The cook, a tall man with a long white apron, smiled at them in delight. “You look hungry. Can I feed you breakfast or lunch?”


    “Something beef and filling.” Kendle settled onto one of the rotating stools that had been welded to the floor.


    Conner took a place by the window to watch for problems. There wouldn’t be any from inside, since there were no other patrons.


    “Do you run tabs?”


    “No credit!” The cook scowled. “Get out.”


    “I can help you make more sales every day.” Kendle didn’t move. “I can also get rid of your competition downstairs.”


    The cook, a tired man from Florida who had been trapped here after the war, studied her for a long moment. When he had made his mental choice, he came from behind the counter to pull down the shade over the front window, signaling that he was on a break. “What do I have to do?”


    Kendle gestured toward the grill. “Food and care for the duration of my stay. By the time I leave, your business will have increased 100%.”


    “Your collateral? I heard you talking with Yuri. You can’t use the boy twice.”


    “Feed us now, as a sign of good faith. By the time you close tonight, the shop downstairs will be out of business and that will seal our deal.”


    “Who is your host?” The cook wanted to agree. He barely managed enough customers each month to pay the rent for his business. Being out of the main flow of traffic downstairs hurt him.


    “Rice.”


    “Those are your guys downstairs?”


    “Yes.”


    The cook stood up and moved toward the grill.


    Kendle was glad the man pulled on gloves before preparing their food. She was even happier to see that his small freezer was stocked and labeled with huge strips of tape that all said beef or chicken.


    “How do you plan to get your men if you can’t even afford a meal?” He began opening tubs and packages of seasonings.


    “I have no idea.” Kendle decided on honesty. For some reason, the cook seemed like a good person. “But I’ve covered your bill and others. I’m making progress.”


    The man nodded, slapping a pile of beef onto the grill that he mashed down flat and cut in half. “Somedays, that’s all life is.”


    Kendle swept the small café again, seeing he had tried to recreate the experience of an old soda shop. There were even signs advertising milkshakes that could be shared. It was cute, quaint. And very out of place. Kendle found it comforting, exactly like she thought the owner had intended when he’d decorated it.


    “I’m Curtis. Cutts to the masters.”


    “Widow Maker.” She knew the name would get back to Renda. “He’s my lapdog, Butch.”


    Conner and the cook both snickered.


    Kendle smiled her thanks for the drinks Curtis put on the counter, motioning Conner to join her.


    Following his training, Conner took his to a far end of the small counter so he could still watch the door.


    “Were you traveling north or south when they got you?” Curtis dropped generous seasonings and dehydrated onions onto both the grill and the meat.


    “South.”


    “Something there? Other than what we have here?”


    Kendle understood he was looking for hope, for a reason to run. “We were going to check it out. No one has heard from that area in a long time.”


    “You on a mission for a group?”


    Kendle’s lips clamped shut.


    Conner covered for her. “We have a small camp up north. Getting too cold.”


    “I thought these latest rainstorms felt like snow might be backing them up.” The cook deposited plastic silverware and cheap paper napkins in front of them, then got plates from a shelf. “Your group good?”


    “Yes.”


    “Yes.”


    Conner and Kendle answering simultaneously drew longing from the man. “Hang on to it for as long as you can. Never bring them through here.”


    “No, we won’t,” Kendle lied, thinking about how ugly it would get when Angela found out about this place. The market’s days were numbered.


     


    Kendle and Conner enjoyed the fresh bread and beef patties smothered in onions, but she didn’t linger, sure Rice was panicking at her absence. As they finished and stood, Kendle held her hand out to the cook. “Good food.”


    He beamed, shaking with her. “By close tonight?”


    “My word on it.” Kendle heard a clamor on the stairs that announced the arrival of their host. “Tomorrow, I’ll start bringing in the customers. You keep the beef coming.”


    Curtis began to clean up their mess. “You get rid of that bitch downstairs and I’ll split the daily profits that you drive in.”


    “Deal.”


    Kendle shut the door after waving Conner out. She immediately came face-to-face with Rice.


    It was clear that they’d been fed, but he didn’t ask how she had paid. After being ignored and abandoned in the basement, it was clear she would make her own choices.


    “Have you viewed everything up here?”


    Kendle nodded to Yuri as she went by the door that was red. It was his personal apartment. It looked as though it had once been three classrooms. “I’m going to the first floor. You can tag along if you like.”


    Pouting, Rice stayed by Conner and let Kendle explore the market at her leisure.


    Behind them, Bossy slipped into the café and took a seat on the stool that Kendle had occupied. “Hello, Cutts!”


    Curtis plastered his usual benign expression on as he turned from the grill. “She said her name is Widow Maker. The boy is Butch. They came from the north. Said they’re alone. Our deal is for new customers. She promised to increase my sales for a percentage of the profit. I agreed.”


    “You went for that without collateral?”


    Curtis glanced around at the empty stools and full freezer. “Better a bird in the bush than nothing in the hand.”


    Bossy wrote it down and left without replying.


     


     


    2


    “Something’s happening.” Tyler didn’t rise from his cot on the end. None of them had slept in the hours they’d been waiting. “It’s getting louder in the next room.”


    Josh nodded. “Bossy’s getting twitchy. Keeps checking his watch.”


    “Everyone clear?” Ben looked at the rookies first. They’d gone over it a couple of times, but he wanted to be positive.


    “We forgot something.” Scott sat up.


    The door opened.


    “What?” Tommy went to him as Bossy moved their way.


    “The traitors.”


    Tommy realized Scott was right, but there wasn’t time to discuss it as Bossy and the other guards herded them to the exit with prods from their rifles.


    Tommy led them in, walking slowly to have time to adapt their plan based on where they were being taken. He saw fencing and realized they were being transferred to a different cell. He spotted the long cart with those intimidating metal poles and handcuffs, and balked. “We’re not going in th–”


    Bossy slammed his C7 into Tommy’s knee, neatly catching him when he crumbled. He then swung the Eagle over one shoulder as if he weighed nothing.


    The Eagles closest tried to help, but the narrow fencing and the troops between them prevented anyone from getting through.


    Scott shoved against the Russian soldier, wishing he would swing, but the man stood pat with another sentry, absorbing the anger without reaction.


    Scott drew back to brawl, but Ben grabbed his arm. “We’re separated. Get us up there!”


    Seeing Ben had him under control, the Russian man moved to let the rest of the team through.


    Ben hurried up the three stairs and into the new cell, ignoring the guards and gawkers to help Tommy stand up while he was handcuffed. “I got ya, man.”


    Tommy tried to stop the ringing in his ears. “I tried not to hurt him.”


    Ben snickered nervously, being pushed over to the set of cuffs next to Tommy. Ben let himself be cuffed with a churning stomach. In their lessons, he hadn’t been able to get out of his. Whatever partner he’d been assigned had always had to help him.


    “I’ve got ya, man.” Tommy pulled on his cuffs and was eased a bit to discover they were attached to a chain that allowed him to step out of reach of the dozens of potential buyers now surrounding the cell.


    Ben forced his heart rate down. They were Eagles. This wasn’t practice. It was time to do what they’d been trained for. Step one: observe. Step two: compare and plan. Step three: execute.


    Hoping the team around him was doing the same, Ben studied everything he could see. The first observation was the worst. With all the security in sight, only a couple of exits in the gymnasium, and more than four dozen customers crowded around to glimpse the wares, they weren’t getting out of here just by fighting. Not even if they grabbed a gun or two. They would be mowed down by uniformed troops carrying everything from AKs to G3s.


    Scott was coming to the same conclusion as he examined the walls and found no windows, no weak points, and cameras that stopped and started in ways that suggested a human operator. They were live.


    “Two minutes!” Bossy shouted. “Two minutes until the viewing is over.”


    Guards on the outside of the cage began pulling ropes to bring down what appeared to be red velvet curtains.


    “You have got to be kidding me!” Josh glared. “It’s only been 10 months. Where is your humanity?!”


    The sentry behind him, the Russian he had dubbed Demetri, kicked his left ankle hard enough to bring Josh to his knees.


    Josh stayed there while he recovered. “You’ll pay for that and for Tommy. Keep count!”


    The soldier leaned down. “Put this on my tab.”


    Josh braced for another body hit just as his chin slammed into the bars.


    “That’s enough!” Renda shoved the sentry over to kneel by Josh. She grabbed his chin roughly to examine the damage.


    Josh tried to pull away, but she used both hands to hold him still. Her strength was surprising.


    “You have drawn blood.” Renda glowered at the guard. “What is rule three of your training?”


    “Never draw blood.” The Russian backed up. “Use methods that don’t leave visible marks to control slaves.”


    “You are relieved of slave duty. Go to a broker for reassignment.”


    The man stormed from the cage, casting glares at Josh and Renda.


    Renda used her soft jacket sleeve to wipe the thin trickle of blood from Josh’s nose. She wasn’t gentle. “There. Good as new.” She helped him stand, ignoring the way he favored the leg that wasn’t throbbing.


    “Drop it.” Renda stepped from the cage. She locked it as the curtains slid into place.


    The Eagles immediately tried to use their hand code to communicate, but the clinking chains said it wasn’t wise. Tommy shut it down. “Whisper. Do the best you can. Tell me what you saw.” It was the Eagle way of comparing notes to come up with a complete picture of the situation.


    “I saw a long row of booths and tables. I could read two of them. One was a rental broker. The other was accounting.” Josh began working on his cuffs. “I had the floor view.”


    “All of them were like that.” Dexter also started working on his cuffs. “I think they were taking yellow tickets from people in the lines. I didn’t see where they went when they finished.”


    “There were a couple of doors and no windows.” Ben scanned Josh’s injuries, very angry. “Everyone around us is armed, even the buyers. They’re carrying heavy equipment.”


    “There’s a huge row of shelves on a wall by three big booths that have more security than we do.” Ryan grunted. “The shelves have all sorts of gear and crap. Too much to name. The booths have signs, but I couldn’t read any of them.”


    “Cameras in all corners.”


    “I think we’re in an old carnival cage. Might be on wheels. I couldn’t tell when we came in. They have lace or something draped over the bottom.”


    “These cuffs were welded. Might be a weak place if they did a shoddy job.”


    The team continued with their observational meeting, trying to ignore the cruel strangers outside the cage who were now vying for the chance to bid on them.


    “I’ll take two!”


    “I want one!”


    “Three, if the price is good!”


    “I want them all!” a familiar voice rang out above the din.


    The men in the cage stilled at the offer, straining to hear the response.


    “Take a form and fill in your bid,” Renda answered. “Everyone gets a form. Fill them out and give them to me. If you need help, step over to the accounting table.”


    The team in the cage waited to hear that powerful pitch again, but there was only the excited chatter of patrons, gawkers, and troops for a long minute.


    Tyler frowned. “Maybe it wasn’t her.”


    “Wait for it…” The relief in Tommy’s heart was overwhelming. He’d just been thinking that without descendant help, they might not get out of this one.


    “If I can’t examine the merchandise, I’m not bidding.” Kendle’s words echoed loudly, bringing all activity in the gym to a halt. “What are you hiding? Are they sick? Hurt?”


    “Let her in there,” a man’s hard, clipped timbre ordered. “Unless you are hiding something?”


    “There was an incident with one of the guards,” Renda confided grudgingly. “There was almost no blood and no mark at all.”


    “The rest of my team hasn’t been harmed?”


    From her pointed tone, Tommy assumed Kendle knew better.


    “Another male hit himself on the bars as he woke in the dark. The troops forgot to stay with them.”


    “So there was an entire group of slaves in an unlocked cell, without security?” that first man’s ruthless voice questioned.


    “Yes, but I’ve handled it,” Renda stated defensively. “The soldiers responsible have been removed from that duty and now owe all the masters a share of their fight winnings for the next month.”


    “That is satisfactory. Proceed with the examination.”


    “I’ve got it,” another man spoke up. The Russian accent was thick. “I have rented her a cubby for the duration of her stay.”


    “What did she pay you with?” Renda demanded angrily. “We took everything she had!”


    Yuri chuckled. “You did not take her boy, who is more valuable than half a load of adults.”


    The team strained to hear more as they realized Kendle had bargained using Conner’s freedom.


    “What’s the catch?” Renda asked, sounding closer.


    “We have a wager.” Yuri grinned widely. “I will not tell you the terms until after it is settled.”


    Renda jerked the rope to pull up the curtain over the gate to the cage. “You have one minute.”


    Kendle stepped inside, wearing her guns and a smirk the Eagles usually only witnessed under someone’s blood. The team broke into relieved sighs, but didn’t speak.


    Kendle swept each of them, easily getting their judgments and fears without having to pry. Tommy’s mind was the most open. Kendle went to him.


    “You didn’t say they’d been beaten.” Kendle picked out the various bruises. “That came from a gun butt or a kick. Maybe both.”


    Yuri motioned a sentry to write it down. “That lowers the price. Keep going.”


    Kendle sniffed deeply. “They’ve been sick. I can smell vomit. Over-drugging or illness?”


    Both Yuri and his personal guard turned to Renda in surprise, waiting for her answer.


    Renda scowled, reddening in anger. “Do not question how my slaves are handled!”


    “Malia never would have allowed this.” Yuri’s eyes misted under thick brows. “Your sister cared for the slaves. You only care for the power. That is why she was loved and you are not.”


    Renda chuckled, surprising Kendle and the team.


    “But she did not return your sentiments, did she, my sad Yuri?” Renda moved away from the cage. “Pick out flaws if it pleases you. They belong to me. The other masters are not allowed to interfere. The prices will not change.”


    Yuri waited for Renda to be out of earshot before turning to Kendle. “Continue.”


    “That was enough.” Kendle gave each of her men a quick look of comfort before leaving the cage. “Don’t forget who you are.”


    The curtain fell a moment later, leaving the team in dim privacy.


    “Any idea what she has planned?” Ben was hoping Tommy had picked something up from her mentally.


    “She only sent one thing.” Tommy’s voice was a gruff whisper. “No magic, at all, in any form.”


    “There must be a good reason for it.” Ryan chose to have faith. Kendle hadn’t run. That was enough for him.


    Now glad they’d been careful about it, the team fell into silent contemplation of what it could mean.


    Outside the cage, Bossy wrote down everything he heard, including Yuri’s words of a private wager and Renda not taking proper care of the slaves. His boss paid well for information like that.


     


    “What happens next?” Kendle asked as they left the crowded gym and all the surprised stares. These people clearly weren’t used to anyone challenging the masters.


    “They’re meeting to discuss bids right now.” Rice scanned the hall nervously. “Normally, it would be Renda sorting them, but the offer you made will involve the entire market, so she’ll have to include them in the decision. We should have action soon.”


    Kendle settled in to wait. If this didn’t succeed, she would get mean. I’m not leaving without my team. They’ll have to kill me first.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Seven



    Baiting and Waiting


     


     


     


    1


    Kendle leaned against the wall, hoping Conner was settling in without trouble. She hadn’t wanted to abandon him to Renda’s care, but Yuri was the best shot at having a master sponsor her. The Russian proprietor hadn’t agreed to that yet, but he would after the first fight. It had been even harder to walk away and leave her team in that carnival freak show. She would get them back and finish her mission. Then, Angela would make these individuals sorry they’d ever targeted her team.


    “No!” Renda shouted from the meeting room near them. “No! No! No!”


    Rice moved away from the red door.


    Kendle didn’t. She wasn’t going to show weakness in any way, but Renda was about to reveal hers for everyone to see.


    The door was flung open, slamming against the wall. The constant chatter of patrons was replaced with quiet observation and subtle smirks.


    Renda saw Kendle. Rage swept over her features. She stormed toward the scarred woman, oblivious to their audience.


    Kendle smirked a little. “Master Renda.”


    Renda’s profile twisted into insanity…and then snapped into the same blank expression Kendle had witnessed earlier.


    “It’s been a long time since I actually enjoyed killing someone.” Renda motioned toward the adjacent stairs that led to the basement. “We could do it now.”


    “Well, you’re easy.” Kendle laughed. “New bid–I kill you and take your place as slave master.”


    Her worst fear revealed, Renda grabbed for the whip on her belt.


    Ready for it, Kendle used a neat move to shove the woman and then trip her with a well-placed boot.


    Renda slammed into the tile floor with her ass and back, air knocked out of her.


    Kendle put a hand on her gun. “Follow the ways of the market.”


    Having the rules she’d helped to make used against her was infuriating, but Renda had no choice. The swift move had knocked awareness back into her. There were witnesses all around them. Renda rose, straightening her jacket. She glowered toward Rice, who had stopped to gape, open-mouthed at Kendle’s actions. “This trick will not succeed. The slaves are mine!”


    Renda stormed down the hall toward the gymnasium, no longer glaring at Kendle. She didn’t think she could without attacking.


    Kendle didn’t push any harder. It wasn’t time for that yet.


    “That was impressive.” Yuri came from the master meeting room to join her. “Also reckless. She will not forget it.”


    Kendle shrugged. “Do the masters know how crazy she is?”


    “Yes.” Yuri led her away from the meeting. “It is profitable.”


    Around them, locals and visitors to the market stared and pointed at her, already retelling what had happened.


    Yuri bowed to Kendle, flashing a charming smile. “Until later.”


    Kendle blushed at the timbre. She wasn’t used to being accepted for what she was. It felt odd.


    “Yuri is a good man.” Rice smiled pointedly as the second-floor master left them.


    You wouldn’t know one of those if he spit in your soup. Kendle let Rice guide her toward the basement, where she’d told him she wanted to spend most of her time. She needed to observe the day-to-day operations. Now that she had gotten the ball rolling, she didn’t want to be run over by it.


    “Stop!”


    Kendle paused at the shout. Too late.


    “You there! The masters want you, woman. Now!”


    Kendle followed the guard. She’d expected this, but not so soon. Hoping she could pull it off, Kendle motioned Rice to get lost when he would have followed. She didn’t want him to know the exact details of her bid. She hadn’t forgotten that he was the reason she was in this mess in the first place. If he and his family had chosen to do the right thing, the masters would never have been able to build this atrocity.


     


    They cleared the room, was Kendle’s first thought as the gymnasium doors slammed shut behind her. When three big troops blocked it with their arms over their chests, her second was, I wonder if they’ll shove me in the same cage or put me somewhere else.


    Kendle felt the basic survival instinct rise, quickly threatening to bubble up and drown her. Easy. I found an outlet. Now wait for it.


    Yes, I will, her demon promised.


    Good. Kendle straightened her shoulders and walked up the short steps to the master’s table, which was half a rectangle with the center space facing outward. A sentry with a blue helmet tattoo directed her to stand in the center, in front of the seated rulers who were studying her with varying degrees of interest and hostility.


    Kendle studied them right back while waiting for the interrogation to begin. She wasn’t worried over Yuri. He now had a lot riding on her being able to do what she’d promised. Renda wouldn’t have a choice if she was outvoted. The other two, Kendle hadn’t met before. One was a tall, blond man with huge white teeth that gleamed as he smiled at her.


    Kendle nodded politely, taking note of his pleasant attitude.


    The last master was American. Kendle wasn’t surprised, only angry with the white man and his tailor-made suit. She’d been on enough yachts to recognize quality clothing. His colors were the same as the other masters–tan and black–but he was the one making the most profit or spending the most. She watched him lean over to peer at a paper.


    The blond master immediately handed him the bid to view.


    Leader. The American is the boss. Figures. She swept the room as she had earlier, this time lingering on empty stalls for renting slaves and buying gear and ammo. She and the guards were the only people in here with the masters.


    A vague chain clink reminded Kendle that her team was also near, stuffed into a carnival cage like exotic animals. It was unbelievable how fast things had gone bad. Conner was right about that.


    “This is very interesting!” The American glanced up at Kendle with eager green eyes.


    “It is ridiculous!” Renda gestured angrily. “She cannot make these deals!”


    “She can if we authorize it.” Iram was still smiling happily. “If she has collateral, I will.”


    Kendle placed his accent in surprise, though she’d been told these were UN people. She’d rarely heard Dutch in person, even before the war.


    Renda slammed herself into the chair, arms folding over her chest. “She has nothing! We took it all.”


    The American set the paper down and put his gold-plated glasses back into his pocket. He studied Yuri, then Kendle. “Let’s discuss each section, shall we?”


    “I’m all yours until you’re satisfied,” Kendle joked carefully, feeling them out for soft spots.


    Iram snickered, while Renda and the American frowned. Kendle couldn’t remember if Rice had given her the man’s name or not, but if so, she couldn’t remember it.


    “That may well be.” Renda flashed sharp teeth. “I will own you and I’m impossible to sate.”


    The American waved a distracted hand at Renda, causing her to bristle further. “Be quiet now, dear.”


    Kendle slowly took the copy of the bid she’d written earlier from her pocket. “I believe issue #1 is my collateral.”


    “Yes. It says information. What type?”


    “Financial and security, mostly, but a few profit items as well. I’d like to start with security, if that’s okay?”


    “I told you she has nothing!” Renda again interjected. “The market is as safe as any compound we’ve ever been in.”


    “I’ll give you two items now as proof,” Kendle countered coldly. “No more until after we have a deal in place.”


    The American waved. “Go ahead.”


    “Xavier!”


    The American focused on Renda with an anger that Kendle thought she might cower from while begging to be spared. It reminded her of Ethan.


    “Shut up or get out.”


    Renda glowered in defiant anger.


    Xavier let out a weary sound. “Please rest assured that we will not permit you to be taken advantage of, Renda. Your happiness as a master of this market is important to us.”


    Kendle heard the note of condescension. So did Renda. Her face glazed over with fresh anger.


    “She has nothing!”


    “You have holes in the wall.” Kendle took the conversation to where she needed it. “I saw two dogs in town this morning that are in the market right now. The cook in your first-floor café is feeding them scraps. Either the guards let them in, daily I would imagine, or you have at least one hole in or under the wall.” She surveyed Iram, the food master, hoping she’d gotten that right. “I’ve been told that scraps are supposed to be given to the locals or market slaves, not wild dogs who don’t work.”


    Iram wasn’t smiling now. He was glaring. “Dog soup this week as the regular fare or would everyone prefer actual hot dogs?”


    “I don’t eat dog.” Kendle shrugged. “I do train them sometimes.”


    “We’ve wanted protection animals.” Xavier gave her a gleam and a beam. “But we have no one with that skill. Perhaps when this is all over, you will have your own shop here, eh?”


    Kendle didn’t glance at Renda like she wanted to. “Maybe.”


    “You said two items!” Renda didn’t think information on the dogs was important.


    Xavier held up a hand. “I want someone sent to inspect the wall and talk to the gate guards. Replace if guilty, with harsh punishments for not following market profit laws. The only animals allowed in these walls are for food production or clothing. Anything else roaming and squatting will cause diseases.” He looked at Renda pointedly.


    Renda had no choice but to personally deliver the orders to a sentry. She shoved to her feet.


    Xavier waved at Kendle. “Proceed.”


    “The slaves aren’t secure.” Kendle watched Renda’s shoulders stiffen as she heard the accusation. “The welds are weak.”


    “That is a lie! I would bet on those welds!” Renda’s shout brought all other activity to a halt.


    Kendle pointed. “Raise the curtain. I bet one of their lives against all of them being loose in that cage.”


    Before Renda could argue, Xavier stood up. “I will match that bet. Raise the curtain.”


    Meaning if Kendle was wrong, Xavier would owe Renda a slave. Kendle had no doubts about who it would be. Come on, guys. Come through for me.


    The sound of chains clinking echoed from the cage.


    Guards hurried over to lift the curtains.


    “How did they do that?!”


    “That’s incredible.”


    “Two of them are not free!” Renda shouted over the mutters and murmurs. “She loses.”


    “They were trained to do it in one minute.” Kendle looked at Xavier. “They’ve had about 25 seconds.”


    Xavier, who wasn’t positive he could do it at all, motioned the troops back as he strolled over to the cage to observe the two remaining slaves cuffed near the cage gate.


    “Like this.” Tommy held up his chain. “Bring your knee into the chain and the chain into your knee, right there at the weld.” Tommy snapped the chains and lifted his hands. The coil fell to the cage floor in loud thumps and clanks.


    Ben took a deep breath and repeated the movement, using all of his strength. The weld broke easily, causing him to stumble.


    Tommy caught him. “Nice.”


    The moment was teamwork, amazing feats, and the sense of something else coming. Tommy turned toward Kendle, who had stayed where the sentry placed her. “We’ve all got it now, Boss.”


    “And that’s why I didn’t leave you after you were caught so easily.” Kendle kept playing the role. She raised a brow at Xavier.


    Renda was livid, but there was little she could say when Xavier conceded.


    “You’ve won the bet. Renda will pick the man.”


    “Agreed.” Kendle gestured. “But I don’t want him yet. Please keep him as a part of my collateral.”


    The entire team stiffened anxiously.


    Xavier brightened. “Yes! What is the next thing your bid promised?”


    Kendle didn’t need to skim the paper. “Profit increases. I have no less than 10 ways to do that, with one big hit on top of those. I’ll give you three of the small ones now as further evidence of my honesty.”


    “Go on.” Xavier was still admiring her team as they finished freeing themselves from the cuffs. With the chains off, the wrist connections were easy to remove.


    “None of your sections or shops are full. They weren’t when you opened and they still aren’t, five hours later. You aren’t advertising, but you’ve already sucked all of the profits out of your laborers. You need word of mouth. That comes from special events, big prizes, and happy patrons.”


    “You do not think our patrons are happy?” Iram was a bit shocked at the display from her team. Their troops couldn’t do that.


    “Everyone is bored. Soon, folks will slip away to other parts of the country that the market doesn’t reach.”


    “And what would solve this problem?” As a potential sponsor, Yuri already agreed with her, but the demonstration from her team had convinced him it was the winning choice. She was going to get her bid demands and then things would get interesting.


    “I have to ask you a question to be able to answer that correctly. May I? It’s sensitive.”


    Xavier came within a few feet of Kendle, surrounded by soldiers when Renda waved them over. “Yes?”


    “Do you allow the patrons the same entertainments that you enjoy?”


    “Such as?” he drawled dangerously, not answering the question.


    “Executions.” Kendle smiled. “I assume your men do it, but you can charge for that. Also animal control events. Many people do eat wild dog now. You can make a profit from both ends.” She looked at Iram. “Your joke was true. Made it funnier for me.”


    Charmed, Iram smiled.


    “What else?” Xavier returned to his seat.


    “You have no barker to announce the fun going on downstairs or the cubbies for rent upstairs. Advertising solves low traffic problems.”


    “That’s not enough.” Renda lingered by the cage. Her attitude was subdued now.


    “I concur.” Xavier pointed. “But there are two more items here. To get all of your possessions, you have proposed a series of matches, where a portion of everything will be returned to you.”


    “Yes, but I’d like it to be kept each time that I win, as more collateral and proof.”


    “You just don’t want to feed and house your men while here!” Yuri exclaimed. “I knew you were sucking me!”


    Kendle chuckled at his misuse of American slang. She was sure he’d meant to say suckering. “You’ve seen them. You can imagine the food bills.”


    The masters shared laughs of understanding, except for Renda. She glowered at Kendle in growing hatred.


    “This series of matches would take place in the evenings, as special events to drive up your profits. Citizens will spend all day or even the week blowing their fortunes in the market until each match. Also, I would not request a share of the market revenue until the balance I owe for my possessions is met.”


    Xavier stared thoughtfully, mind spinning with ways they could use such an event to their advantage. “And the last item?”


    “When I win it all, I have safe passage to travel these roads without being attacked again.”


    “You would have to be branded for that.” Renda would love to be the one holding a branding iron to the woman’s already scarred skin.


    Kendle glanced down at her body and back to Renda. “What’s one more?”


    Renda slammed herself against the cage, shaking the men inside who were listening intently. Most buyers were too scared to be branded and refused.


    “Is there anything else you’d like to add?” Xavier was very aware of the animosity between the new female and his lover.


    Kendle slid the paper into her pocket. “Yes. When this is all over, I’m going to kill the slave master for the suffering we’ve gone through during our time here. If you’re sleeping with her, I suggest you start searching for a replacement.” Kendle left the gymnasium before Renda could shove through her guards to meet her challenge.


    The other masters stared after her in surprise and greed. If the woman could revitalize their failing market, the secret goals they had might still be possible. They’d chosen to wait until they were established, but when the market had begun to slow down in trade and travelers, they hadn’t been able to move forward. Now, that might change. In a few months, the sign might not say Market anymore. It might say UN Peacekeeping Force and have glittery signs encouraging inhabitants to do their duty, to help save their country by joining. In a few years they would rule it all, as it should have been all along.


    Iram smiled at the thought, ignoring the other masters. Conquering the United States had long been a dream of his. The arrival of this woman was fate telling him it was time to build that future. Satisfied he knew what was happening, Iram turned to Xavier. “I move that we adjourn to the meeting room for a discussion.”


     


     


    2


    “It’s been hours,” Rice complained again from his seat along the waiting wall with Kendle and the other bidders. “Come on, already.”


    Kendle ignored him. She’d listened to the shouts and the sounds of items breaking in the master meeting room, but she was really working on the rest of her plan. If they said no, she would try to break her team out using power. If they said yes, she was about to spill blood in front of a crowd. Both were unnerving, but she couldn’t let them know. She was trying to remain emotionless to everyone watching her for weaknesses in case they got to bet on her later.


    “Hours!”


    Kendle gave Rice a curt glare, silencing him.


    “Attention, slave bidders,” Iram called loudly through the speakers above them. “A bid has been accepted for the entire lot. Thank you for your offers. Slaves are brought in every three days. Please try again.”


    “That’s you!” Rice beamed. “No one else could afford them all. You did it!”


    Kendle turned away from his excitement. She couldn’t stand him right now; he was in danger. The jump her nerves had just taken was astounding. She was risking all their lives on her fighting skills, and while she’d had various lessons and some prewar training before assignments, she didn’t feel like a killer now. She didn’t feel like the mad woman who had hunted with the Ghost and his riders. She felt lost.


    Kendle left the market, positive Rice would find her later with all the details. Right now, she needed to be somewhere quiet to get her plan straight.


    Why? her demon inquired. What worries you?


    How did they get Renda to consent? What did they give her?


    Your life, I would guess.


    Yeah, but when? Will she stick me right before the last match or get me after the first? I have to anticipate her attack or we’ll be in chains. I didn’t like them when Ethan did it. I doubt it would be more fun with Renda.


    The demon immediately began working on the problem. Neither of them had thought they would survive Ethan Kraft. They couldn’t be caged or chained again, bitten and bled. They would die first.


    Kendle ignored the soothing mood of her demon’s protective rage. She didn’t need to relax. She needed to figure out a way to contact Angela without anyone knowing. That was infinitely harder than winning a few fights. Everywhere she’d gone today, she’d examined threatening signs warning about magic and magic users. This populace was aware that descendants walked among them, even if they didn’t know where the power came from, and they recognized the threat. Kendle was grateful it had only gone that far. When they could recognize the magic users on sight, this land would be scoured for them. Safe Haven had to step in, but Kendle couldn’t wait until this was over. If she lost, she and the team would be sold and this market from hell would continue to spread. That couldn’t be allowed to happen.


    Kendle strode confidently toward Rice’s residence, thinking about his brother, Baker, who’d been the decoy for the ambush. You owe me, Doughboy. Time to pay up.


    Behind her, Bossy made a note in his book and followed.
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    “They made a final choice,” Rice informed her as he entered the home. The market sentry outside had told him where to find her. “You’ll get details in the morning.”


    “Good.” Kendle stayed sitting in Rice’s spot at the table.


    His brother, face swelled and painful to look at, rose and exited through another door that connected them to the upstairs hallway.


    “What was that?” Rice pouted when she didn’t give him his seat.


    “He didn’t think I should be fed,” Kendle lied, using her last chunk of bread to sop up the chili juice and remaining chunks of beef. “Also doesn’t want me to sleep here. Didn’t care for our deal.”


    Rice frowned. “I’ll talk to him.”


    Kendle shrugged, swallowing. She let out a loud belch. “You can stand watch over me until an hour before the market gates shut for the night.”


    “You could get protection now.” He didn’t want the duty. “The masters will protect their investment.”


    “No.” Kendle stood up. “Your presence while I sleep is already too much.” She went toward the closet where she’d slept before. “Don’t wake me late, but don’t come in here at all or you won’t make it out.” She slammed the door before he could form a response.


    Kendle collapsed as soon as she hit the thinly carpeted floor, falling into a deep sleep. It was dreamless this time as her body prepared for the challenge she’d set.


     


     


    4


    Knock-knock-knock!


    It felt like she had just gotten comfortable, but Kendle forced herself up as the knocking sounded again. “I’ve got it!”


    The footsteps faded.


    Kendle checked her watch to verify she had an hour. She glanced around and found nothing in the filthy, cluttered bedroom that she could use. Her supplies were almost gone, but she had more deals to make if the merchants were willing. It would depend on how the word was spreading. If citizens were getting excited, she might have good odds that would increase her value and her dealing power. If folks were still as bored as they’d been on her tour, she might have to steal what she needed. Around here, it was expected and that would make it harder.


    Kendle began doing jumping jacks. She would do a warmup here and then run around the main grounds of the market until it closed. The demonstration and exercise would help clear her mind and help her with the matches.


    “Ms. Roberts?”


    Kendle froze in pain and surprise. They recognized me. Does that change anything? “Yes?”


    “I have food and some basic supplies for you. Iram sent them as a good faith gesture.”


    “To increase the final bill, you mean.” Kendle opened the door and stepped back for Rice to carry the two small totes in.


    He set them on the dresser and quickly left, not getting any closer to her than he had to.


    “Can I donate things to slaves or individuals in collateral rooms?”


    “Yes.” Rice stopped in surprise. “That way the bill doesn’t grow larger. My family and I send half our daily rations.”


    “Who is it? Friends? In-laws?”


    Rice winced, telling her she’d guessed correctly.


    “It’s good of you to care for them anyway.” She tried to show him she respected people who did the right thing when it was hard.


    “It was my wife’s family. They were visiting for the holiday.”


    “Your wife?”


    “She died. I had to bury her. They’ll do it for free if you burn or donate the body, but I couldn’t do that.”


    “Sounds like an expensive burial.” Kendle put aside her plans of a workout in favor of a crazy scheme.


    “I could have afforded it, but her father blames me for her death. He made a deal with the masters that I can’t match.”


    “Who are they waiting on?” Kendle picked up the totes.


    “My wife’s youngest brother. He was a soldier.”


    “What was the deal for?”


    “The bids are sealed. They aren’t allowed to tell me until the boy returns or their time runs out, but I believe it’s a weapon or a load of them.”


    “How much time do they have?”


    “Ten days, as of dawn.”


    “Will you try to buy them?”


    “Of course. It’s why I was happy our family was chosen this month. I almost have enough to make an offer.”


    “Will it be enough to save all of them?”


    Rice sighed, “I may have to choose some of them. I’m going to take the kids. They can work longer hours than the elderly adults.”


    Kendle almost choked on her rage. She paused in the doorway, aware of his remaining family watching them from the stairs. “Do I owe you anything beyond our deal?”


    “No...”


    “Then stay away from me unless it’s important or I’ll break your neck.” Kendle left him standing there in humiliation. She gestured cheerfully to the guard who wasn’t trying to hide himself or his amusement. “Let’s go.”


    Kendle strolled toward the market, admiring the lanterns hung on old telephone poles and street posts. “Do you protect the slaves too?”


    The sentry didn’t answer.


    Kendle didn’t try again. She went to the gate.


    It opened before she got there. The troops on it appeared relieved.


    Kendle assumed the masters were worried she might skip town now that a deal had been made. “Tell them I’m back. Especially Renda.”


    “Give ‘em hell, Ms. Roberts,” the black sentry muttered so that only she and his partner heard.


    Kendle didn’t respond in case they weren’t allowed to show support. She didn’t know the rules on that yet. In fact, she was making most of this up as she went along. She thought Angela would applaud the effort, if not the plans themselves, and not be pissed enough to fry her on the spot. She was walking a thin line there. Screwing up this easy run might be enough to get her removed.


    Do you really feel that way about Safe Haven after being here? the demon asked in surprise.


    Kendle sighed. No. Be quiet.


    The demon settled into a dark corner.


    Kendle decided to use every advantage that she had. What else should I do?


    I can help? The demon perked up eagerly. I can, you know.


    Kendle said hello to the people passing her who stopped to stare and murmur. Get it organized and lay it out for me when I settle in for the night. Too much attention right now.


    Pleased, the demon got to work.


    Kendle went through the checkpoint in front of the market with the same ease as the first gate. As it clanged behind her, she couldn’t help feeling like a prisoner. She was free to roam inside the walls, as far as she knew, but that wasn’t freedom.


    The market stalls were shutting down and closing shades, blocking windows with boards and thick locks as Kendle entered. Lights were going off and voices were fading. Hoping she didn’t run into Renda, Kendle went to the slave wing first.


    She stopped at the common section Rice had shown her earlier, holding out the totes. “I brought supplies for my collateral.”


    An Iranian guard waved her in, flashing thumbs up.


    Storing it, Kendle still didn’t respond to the unexpected support of the troops.


    The table in the center of the common zone held Conner and an older man Kendle instantly knew was the father-in-law who hated Rice. It was in his glare as he spotted Kendle.


    “I don’t want any more food from him!”


    Kendle slammed the totes onto the rickety table between him and Conner. “Then take it from my boy, ‘cause I brought it for him.” She looked at Conner, seeing he was relaxed enough to be sleepy. “Watch your six.”


    The teenager nodded, no longer unhappy about being put in here. He was gathering information, something Kendle needed. “Word spread about you getting the best of Renda. The soldiers are watching my six for you.”


    “Why?”


    “They hate her, I assume.” Conner yawned.


    “Get some sleep.” Kendle ignored the hopeful glances from the bunks. The three women and two children were filthy and thin. “But feed them before you crash.”


    “I will.” Conner took the totes to the kids. “Here. Smells like fresh bread.”


    Kendle exited the zone, this time giving the sentry a short smile of gratitude.


    Fighting the urge to check on her team, Kendle took the stairs at the corner, climbing to the top floor. She wasn’t surprised that Yuri was pacing the hall outside the room he’d given her.


    “Thank goodness!” He rushed toward her.


    Kendle tolerated his patting and groveling warnings not to be caught around the slaves. She went in, seeing he had replaced the blanket with a thicker quilt that didn’t have holes.


    “We can’t have you falling ill, now can we?” He chuckled.


    Another addition to the tab, Kendle was still glad of it. She’d left her kit with Conner. It held her spare weapon and some ammo, but not much else. This blanket would allow her a good night’s sleep, providing she blocked the door.


    Yuri waved toward the small square. “You have no partner. All yours!”


    Kendle noted the book on the table. “Thanks.” She would check out the title once he was gone.


    “I have also brought you food and water.” Yuri pointed. “It is in a box under the bed. Do not leave it out or the mice will be into it.”


    “Thanks.” Kendle tried not to think about how big the bill would be by the time she left. “Anything else?”


    Understanding she wanted to be alone, Yuri went toward the door. “They may ask for a demonstration. Eat, sleep, drink. Be ready.”


    Kendle turned a hard stare on the short Russian. “I’ve got it covered.”


    Yuri bobbed his head obediently. “Good, good. I will leave you now. Notify a guard if you need me and I will be at your–”


    Kendle kicked the door shut in his face. “I almost like him.”
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    Kendle woke to the sound of a market in full swing. She glanced at her watch to discover it was nearly noon. She had forgotten to set her alarm and no one had woken her.


    She leapt from the soft bed, grabbing clothes and boots. It only took a couple of minutes to dress and gather her things, but she felt the time crunch as if it were hours. Why hadn’t they sent for her? Was her plan already toast?


    Kendle calmed herself before going out, not sure what to expect. It certainly wasn’t to see Yuri perched at a new camouflage security post right across from her. The smell of paint was thick.


    “What happened?”


    Yuri held out a paper, grinning hugely. “We made the choice. There was no need to contact you for further details. The sleep was more beneficial.”


    “My team and my boy?” She saw there was a place at the bottom of the paper for her signature.


    “All being cared for. I believe Renda ordered pizza for lunch.”


    “The most expensive item on the downstairs menu?”


    “Yes.”


    Remembering that it was standard procedure here, Kendle kept reading. “Series of fights…help with advertising…share of profits once the bill for my team and gear is paid…” Kendle choked on the next line. “A week from now?”


    “There must be time for citizens to come and for the market to prepare. It will not be sooner.”


    Kendle swallowed the bile in her throat. She’d estimated a day or two of bills. Instead, she would have more than a week, counting the time she’d already spent. Then there was the time the fights took. Kendle skimmed for details. “One fight each night equals two slaves if the tickets sell out. If they sell over half, it’s worth one man. Under half gains only gear.” Kendle went back into her den, once again kicking the door shut. She needed to study this and she needed to do it now.


     


    When Kendle emerged again an hour later, Yuri was still at the table. She slid the paper in front of him, where her signature glared in bold print. “I agree. To all of it, but I don’t know if I can wait a full week before I kill her. Tell them to schedule her as my first match.”


    Yuri chuckled. “The masters set the schedule, my brave new friend. Renda will be the last one you battle. She is the best fighter here.”


    “Not anymore.” Kendle grinned, letting her lust for blood come through. “Bet hard, Yuri. You’ll be rich when this is done.”


    Yuri patted her hand. “I already am, my friend. I already am.”


    “Then why live here?” Kendle stopped, hoping he would tell her.


    “Why not?” He turned toward the stairs to deliver her signed paper to the masters. “It’s not like I have better places to be now.”


    Kendle could have argued, but didn’t. She returned to her cubby to contemplate the deal that would either save her team or cost all their lives. She had to figure out how she was going to win every fight without using her gifts, when even the Indians had given up on teaching her proper techniques. She’d been unable to control her rage long enough to learn.


    Kendle sighed, sinking down on the squeaky mattress. “I can’t fight. Other plans will have to be made.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Eight



    To Bluff or Not


    October 1st


     


     


     


    1


    Marc watched the convoy of Army jeeps and trucks roll toward them, pretending he still needed the binoculars to keep his guys from knowing how strong his gifts were. He had everyone in his mental grid, detecting with crystal clarity–right down to the power that some of the enemy had. It was amazing. It was also isolating. He now had a better idea of how Angie had spent her life.


    Marc narrowed in on the three jeeps in the lead, noting the cold postures of the riders and drivers. They hadn’t come dressed for the hard, packed snowbanks that their jeeps were crunching through to reach the isolated road that would bring them to the meeting place. Winter was in full force. Shouldn’t people from the north be better prepared for the cold?


    What about weapons? Marc narrowed his grid further, spotting rifles and machine guns, along with two grenade launchers. It was much the same firepower that he had brought. Physically, they were about evenly matched with guns and men. They’d both brought three dozen of their best fighters, but their gifts were bright bulbs on his grid as they rolled closer. It seemed as if they planned to rely on that magic, because the rest of their gear was light. If they had brought more, it was still on the train.


    We did not think it was needed.


    The woman’s cultured voice in Marc’s mind was a violation that freed his rage for an instant. Barriers slammed down with his fury, forcing the leader out. How dare you!


    Marc angrily motioned his team to fall in and led them down the hill to meet the strangers. As he walked, Marc brought up his strongest mental wall. So far, only Angie and Jennifer had been able to get–


    May I apologize?


    Marc swallowed annoyed concern as the woman broke through with no effort. No.


    He stepped into view, not expecting the movie star type who stood in front of her vehicle. The female was tall, red, and beautiful, dressed in a white gown that proclaimed she was attending a party. Under the elegance, evil flowed from her as strong as power. She’s too much for me. She’ll figure out where I’ve hidden–


    “I felt her already.” Sonja scanned the powerless humans on Marc’s team first. “It would be a small matter to sniff out her hiding place.”


    “Why haven’t you?” He wondered if the woman had sent out another group to grab Angela during this meeting.


    “I have no reason to betray or use deceit.” Sonja turned hard eyes on him. “I have more power than you. I can force you to bring her in or hold you until she comes in on her own.”


    Eagles stepped closer to Marc as the cloudy sky darkened further.


    Needing to regain control, Marc grunted. “Let’s start with introductions.”


    “I am Sonja. You are Marcus Brady.”


    The female was quickly surrounded by her powerful defenders as Marc and the Eagles stopped in front of her, causing more concern. Marc had been right to put Angie with Adrian. Big Jack hadn’t been able to locate Adrian at first, either. It would buy them time.


    “He was nothing compared to me,” the coiffed woman explained smugly.


    Marc was positive that was true. He locked down on his thoughts as if he were going into battle. In a way, he was. This would be a fight for Angie’s life.


    “Yes.” Sonja stared intently, digging into him. “But not just her future. We will consume Safe Haven if she is found guilty. An evil ruler begets evil peasants.”


    Directly threatened, Marc’s team drew weapons.


    “Stop!” Marc gestured when Kyle went forward to try disarming the strangers.


    “It’ll take more than you, killer,” Sonja taunted.


    That brought Jennifer forward. The teenager moved between them, orbs glowing a crimson warning. “Will I do?”


    Much as Adrian often had, Marc waited to see where it would go. He was glad of the choice when doubt crossed Sonja’s painted features.


    “Chauncey failed to mention that you have an Enforcer.”


    Jennifer didn’t reply. She was instinctively burrowing through the woman’s darkness for a way to kill her.


    Sonja fought to keep those secrets, suddenly scared. It had been a long time since she’d felt that upon a mental battle. What would this child be like if she were told to dive all the way to the bottom? I’m not sure I can keep her out.


    You can’t. Jennifer smiled cheerfully. There’s no way to stop me.


    Desperate now, Sonja drew her gun and pointed it at Kyle.


    Jennifer reluctantly stopped as Marc and the Eagles lifted their guns in response. She’d detected enough to know these people were worse than bad news. “He won’t always be in the crossfire!”


    Sonja revealed her frustration at Jennifer’s strength, glowering resentfully. “But you will.”


    Jennifer was fine with having that target on her shoulders. She flashed a challenging sneer. “Just remember to ambush me, lady. You slow down with age.”


    Marc laughed as Sonja flushed an ugly red that made her seem like an overdressed clown.


    “You little bitch!”


    Jennifer leaned against Kyle’s tense body, letting the Donner adventures be read by Sonja’s shields. “I’m much more than that. Welcome to the end of your leadership. This is where you lost control, when you have that moment later of wondering how it happened.”


    Sonja recovered, chuckling as she holstered. “You are all alone, Enforcer. The only one who may have helped you has two gunshot wounds and no will to fight. Be careful of the threats.”


    Jennifer didn’t reply.


    When Jennifer shut her mind off with an impenetrable barrier, Sonja began to suspect there might be others like her, other power they hadn’t been warned about and could be surprised by in battle. She would have to find out. There hadn’t been an Enforcer in generations. It had to mean something.


    Marc motioned to the small strip mall they had cleared and secured. He and the Eagles had spent the last three days in the upstairs levels when they weren’t working outside, getting it ready. Marc prayed they didn’t have to use it. The few traps there would never be enough. “We have tables set up in the library. After you.”


    Sonja and half her group went toward the small library in front of the mall while the rest remained around their vehicles. Those closest to Sonja were females who continuously scanned everyone, including their own, for trouble. Marc could feel their mental sweeps as the group went in.


    Jennifer stayed on Marc’s heels without being given orders. He might need her.


    Marc didn’t protest, despite assigning her to vehicle duty earlier. She was right, he might.


    Kyle also didn’t argue, though it was hard. He was clearly a weakness in this situation. The feeling sucked.
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    “Get up!” Angela slapped at Adrian’s arm. “We have to go.”


    Adrian snapped awake, automatically glancing at his alarms and then the monitor. “What happened?” He realized the threat wasn’t here. “Is it Safe Haven?”


    Angela limped by him, tossing her kit over her arm. There was no way she could sling it over a shoulder and not fall down.


    Adrian felt her waves of pain as he hurried to place himself between her and the door.


    Angela allowed it because she needed a minute to breathe through the agony. Adrian’s energy had helped her a great deal, but the witch had only used some of it to heal her. The rest had been stored for this moment.


    “Tell me what happened.”


    Angela linked their minds, letting Adrian share the vision she’d had.


    “Damn.” Adrian gently brushed by her. “You’re right. We have to go.”


    Angela waited for him to bring the bike around, inwardly wincing at the doctor’s reaction when he discovered her adventures.


    Adrian was aware of the problem. He used the plan he’d developed for a quick escape. He shot a bolt of blue light at her, enjoying her gasp of pleasure. It was all the energy he had left.


    “I detest you.”


    “Yeah, yeah.” Adrian sighed. “Get on.”


    Already shivering from the wind and cold, Angela centered herself carefully behind Adrian, both loving and hating the feel of his comforting body against hers.


    “Deal with it! If she bluffs him, none of our plans will succeed.”


    Angela molded herself to his big body, arms coming up to hold his chest instead of his waist. It allowed her to get closer, to give him more balance on the bike, and to put his heart under her hands.


    Adrian kicked the bike to life and took off toward the meeting place. As he rolled them along at ugly speeds, he gave terse instructions. I’m your protection. Do not get out of my reach.


    Then stay on my heels, like a dog.


    I will, so be prepared for it. Adrian was aware of her attempts to push him away with hostility, but it wouldn’t work.


    Angela let Adrian ramble, only occasionally responding. It amazed her to be underestimated. Adrian thought this was a surprise, that she didn’t know how to handle someone threatening Marc or the herd by now. They should all know better. When either of those cherished things were in danger, she had no limits, something these new people were about to discover. Mercy was for the weak and the dead.


    The witch, a bit intimidated, subtly retreated into her cell and got comfortable, eager for the show. It was a sign of life–a rarity in her host’s mind now. Adrian and Marc would both be horrified if they knew how deep Angela had gone, but the witch was pleased. She and her host were now bonded in ways that she and the males running through her life would never be. The witch was irreplaceable and content in that knowledge.
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    “Where do you wish to begin?” Sonja settled into the chair across the wide desk from Marc. “Shall we discuss Tara or Donner?”


    Marc motioned Jennifer forward. “She was there with Donner.”


    Sonja frowned. “I can’t scan her. Convenient.”


    “You can if she lets you in.” Marc’s words drew scowls from Jennifer and the new people. “What?”


    “That requires trust, as it allows too much free roaming.” Sonja motioned to a female near her. “Evie will view the scene and pass it to me.”


    Marc and everyone else understood that Sonja had secrets to keep. The seats around the square that Marc had put the tables in were filled with descendants from the train. Marc had placed the Eagles in the rear of the library, near the exits as a precaution. He wanted them to be able to get out since they were defenseless against this threat. To counter it, Sonja had placed her remaining defenders along the doors and walls also, daring Marc to deny them that right. Marc hadn’t bothered. He wasn’t trying to trap them.


    Jennifer and Evie stared at each other for long moments where the rest of the strange group held perfectly still, as if listening. Marc was aware of fidgeting Eagles, but he didn’t scold them for it. He was assuming the strangers were probing their minds for details and evidence, but they would discover what he’d been saying all along. Safe Haven had defended itself and others. They were in the right.


    “That remains to be seen,” Sonja argued without malice.


    Evie turned to her mistress and the waiting began again.


    Jennifer flashed Marc a hand gesture. Unstable.


    Marc wasn’t sure exactly what she meant, but if it was this situation, he agreed. All these mind readers being here would stop plots from being a surprise, however. Marc was almost grateful for it. No one could trigger an ambush or attack without everyone knowing. It might make this talk easier.


    “I had hoped so.” Sonja was now finished viewing the moment of Donner’s death and then Tara’s. Jennifer had sent the images she’d picked from Angela’s mind after she had been brought down the mountain.


    “However, the question remains. Why were they killed? Because of our plans to enslave humans? Who is Safe Haven to command and expect us to obey?”


    “Then you agree that humans should be slaves?” Marc clarified coldly, bringing down his shield again in preparation. They would lose, but Sonja would die in the fight.


    “Of course.” Sonja didn’t react to Marc’s sudden withdrawal. He’d been allowing her brief sweeps since they sat down, trying to show her Jayson’s betrayal. “The natural order puts us above them. Human populations must be regulated, much like we did before the war with the animals.”


    Marc leaned forward. “This is America. Slavery will never be allowed here! I suggest you pick another country if you want your settlement to be that way.”


    Marc’s menacing behavior was met with calm consideration, another bad sign. He’d been hoping for rash behavior.


    “Perhaps Safe Haven should stop trying to police the world. Beating the government was indeed a feat, but you’ve met your match in us, my young friend. Don’t spill all that blood for a myth. It isn’t worth it.”


    “You don’t belong here.” Marc was getting angry. “America meant freedom at one time and it will again, when people like you are gone. We won’t have to remove your town, just you. The rest of them will be glad you’re dead. No one wants slavery.”


    “My subjects are adapting to all the changes, the same as yours are,” Sonja corrected. “They don’t like these fights, but when we settle in for the winter with help, they’ll be grateful that I insisted.” She smiled at Marc, sending a wave of obedience toward him. “Besides, if they didn’t like it, I wouldn’t be their ruler and we wouldn’t have slaves.”


    “With every word, you mock what we stand for.” Marc needed time to regroup and form another plan. He hadn’t expected a confession. “You have three days to get on your trains and get gone. If you don’t, the council will meet to determine if action is to be taken against you.”


    Sonja laughed, to everyone’s surprise. “Good! Now you are where I am over my sister. You know just enough to be certain that you don’t like these strange new people, with their strange, obscene ways, but justice must be served.”


    “You have three days.” Marc stood up and moved toward the exit.


    “I demand to know what happened!”


    “She tried to kill me.” Angela limped into the meeting. Adrian’s hand on her arm brought frowns from the Eagles and delight into the faces of Sonja’s subjects.


    Before Sonja could say anything, Angela lifted a bandaged arm.


    Every door and window in the library slammed shut. Flames shot up to block the exits, making people scream in panic. Descendants hated fire more than anything else. Angela knew that for a fact as she let the flames walk along both of her palms.


    Pillars caught the flames, sending the heat upward to a ceiling that immediately absorbed the warmth and spread it across the room like a plague. Wreaths on the wall burst, popping. Hot plastic shrapnel pelted the descendants and normals.


    Supporting her now with both arms, Adrian was impressed and proud, knowing he’d helped her conquer her fear of fire. The flames were a shield that she could now use to deflect almost anything.


    “Stand and be judged,” Angela’s witch intoned, glowing red orbs pinning Evie in place. “Tell the truth and set Safe Haven free.”


    Evie turned to her boss, cheeks devoid of color. She wet her lips, knowing if she didn’t say it, Angela would. “I gave Tara the idea. I’m able to hide it from you and everyone...almost everyone, because I take drugs to keep my mind foggy.”


    “You appear stupid and I take you at face value.” Sonja wasn’t scared of the flames in the same way that her fighters were.


    Angela clapped her hands, grinning, but it was the centuries old witch who glared out insanely through her eyes. “You have traitors and thieves among you. Malicious betrayals have been planned. You are warned.”


    Sonja waved at her subjects to settle down. Now that she was getting a glimpse of Angela’s powers, Sonja wouldn’t be fighting today. She couldn’t hope to win.


    Soothed, Angela slowly brought the fire back in.


    As the flames vanished, Marc was able to see how pale she was and how much Adrian was supporting her. How could she do that just days after losing their baby? What is she?


    “I have the same query,” Sonja confided in a low murmur as Angela moved toward them.


    Everyone fled her path, including a few of her own men. Marc marked the rookie men not to be brought along again for moments that involved descendants or magic.


    “Why do you hide these things from your…herd?” Sonja tried not to show her nervousness as Angela neared the table.


    “Because we’re the abominations, not them.” Angela took the seat by Marc. She leaned against his shoulder in search of comfort. She was exhausted again, but there was enough healthy energy in here to resupply her a few times over if things went sour.


    “You’re corrupt!” Sonja’s eyes widened. “You’ve taken lifeforces!”


    “I also have a list of those who need to be consumed next.” Angela glared. “If you insist on keeping slaves in America, you’ll rise to the top for me and frankly, Sonja, I’d rather do it now if it’s going to happen.”


    Weapons came out. Shields flashed into view as Sonja tensed.


    Marc’s hand dropped to the table to lift it up as a shield for Angela.


    “Easy…” Angela straightened as Adrian came to place a hand on her shoulder to drag her down when Marc lifted the table. “You were given three days to leave our area. Not only will I honor that, I’ll agree to a bartering meeting twice a year if you like. In return, all slaves will be freed and no new slaves will be taken.”


    Marc sneered at Sonja’s sullen expression. Not so disrespectful now, are you?


    Sonja nearly growled at him, but she didn’t with Angela just waiting for a reason to engulf the place in flames. Sonja wanted to believe Angela wouldn’t fry her own people that way, but she wasn’t positive. The open corruption flashing in Angela’s mind said she had little conscience left. It was a lot like peering into Tara, who had also been fearless and merciless. Combine it with powers that Sonja couldn’t identify behind their oddly marked doors and it meant she had no choice but to consent.


    “It’s the follow through that I’m concerned with.” Angela sighed tiredly. “It’s easy to say you will or won’t do it, but how will I know?”


    “We’ll leave!” Sonja blurted angrily. “We’ll go north again.”


    Angela nodded, shoulders relaxing. A polite smile came over her pale face. “Exactly what I wanted to hear. Take a month. Move slowly and carefully so you don’t endanger those slaves. Rumors of mistreatment will earn you a hunting party.”


    Sonja tried to shrug it off, but the threat had been felt. Angela didn’t like her at all. The feeling was mutual.


    “Good.” Angela gestured. “I’m hungry. Someone feed me.”


    Angela acting like a dictator was perfect for the train populace, but Marc realized her power demonstration had caused fear among almost all of their new men too. It was in their strained expressions and jerky movements.


    “I’m sorry for that.” Angela let Marc gently help her to her feet as Adrian cleared a path to the door and vanished. “I’ll try to make it up to them on the way home. I found a chocolate factory. Candy bars mean sex now. We all know that.”


    Marc led her outside, where Eagles were already setting up the grill. “What about them?”


    Angela sighed tiredly. “Feed ‘em, send ‘em on. I don’t care.”


    “Do we have enough?” Marc didn’t want to waste their supplies on bad people.


    “Their slaves are starving, Marc. I can sense it from here. Give them food so I don’t have to send the witch out. She already hates these people.”


    Marc knew she wasn’t bluffing. He quickly got her settled in the front of his truck with a drink and a plate. Billy and Kyle took up guard places around the vehicle.


    Sonja watched all of this in jealous concern as she and her group now waited nervously by their vehicles for permission to leave. It was a huge change from the arrogance they’d rolled in wearing. The jealousy wasn’t over Angela’s powers and her threats, or the promise she’d extracted with so little effort. It was in how Angela’s subjects cared for her, even when scared. They didn’t fear for their lives. They feared for hers. It was humbling and infuriating to witness the treatment Sonja had always longed for.


    Marc steeled himself, trying to act like a leader and not gloat. “We have herds and gardens. We give to the refugees. We drop supplies in old campsites for those who come after us. We share. We compromise. And we get along.”


    “Or your mate kills everyone?”


    “Yes.”


    Sonja waited for the offer, certain she had to accept it. The risk of offending Angela was too great.


    “She actually prefers that you leave.” Jennifer was still hovering near Marc. She wasn’t above gloating. “So do I.”


    Sonja bristled, but she did want the food. Angela’s soldiers were firing up grills and taking chunks of meat from coolers. Her own people were always on rations. A full hamburger or steak hadn’t happened since the war.


    Marc motioned toward the small picnic site by the library. “We’re taking over that area to get our people fed. I’d like you to keep your people in line, but they can mingle without worry. We have nothing to hide.”


    Sonja already knew that. “No need with a ruler that powerful.”


    “Exactly.” Marc swallowed his anger at their odd ways, settling into the leader his old fire team would have recognized. “Two rules. You stop any fights. You don’t plot. Those two things will draw Angie’s wrath.” Marc leaned forward a bit. “She won’t stop this time. We’ll all die.”


    Not sure if Marc was bluffing, Sonja said nothing.


    Marc shrugged. “Just a friendly warning. She’s ill. She’s hurting. She lost something very precious to both of us. Don’t screw up here. She won’t give you another warning.”


    “We will eat with you and discuss things.” Sonja had realized her mistake as soon as Angela touched the Ghost. She had threatened Angela’s mate. Sonja wouldn’t risk offending the male again by refusing the meal, even if she weren’t secretly drooling over the smell of cooking meat.


    Marc motioned toward the picnic area. “Consider yourselves our honored guests.”


    Sonja went that way, not digging into Angela’s thoughts. She also wasn’t scanning anyone else around here, but the other new descendants were doing both.


    Angela wasn’t concerned. None of these here were strong enough to pry into her crypt, and even if they were, they wouldn’t detect much beyond rancid meat. That’s all she was now, deep inside–a wild dog that needed to be put down.
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    A short time later, Adrian settled into his chair in the cave, annoyed with the distance. He couldn’t stay with Angela and risk her plan being revealed through his weak mental shield. They had to hope no one would notice that he had disappeared. If someone commented on it, the instant hostile responses from the Eagles over his banishment should cover things.


    Adrian switched on the monitor and adjusted the channel to pick up the new camera he’d just placed. Angela hadn’t told him to, but he couldn’t be away and wait patiently like a good dog. If things went crazy, he would return for her. Two miles on his bike went by fast.


    Adrian was relieved to find both groups enjoying a meal together without obvious trouble when the static cleared, though Billy and Jax did seem to be exchanging glares. Everyone was still tense, but there were conversations taking place, so that was encouraging. Adrian peered at the background, where Eagles were helping Sonja’s men load coolers of meat and boxes of supplies. They were almost finished.


    Adrian searched for Jennifer and found the teenager still haunting Sonja’s every move. Adrian grinned. When Jennifer took over Safe Haven, peace would rule with her. Citizens would be as scared to act up under her as they were under Angela. Grief would drive Jennifer into being a strong leader.


    On the screen, Marc stood up, causing people to turn his way. Adrian could almost imagine the silence, the expectation and suspicion in equal amounts. Marc had to be nervous.


    Whatever he said was met with laughter and cheers, judging from reactions. Adrian moved toward the fire he’d left burning, not needing to witness Marc’s good moment. The man would have a lot of those, hopefully. His time leading Safe Haven would only be short because Marc didn’t want the job. To be good in that position, the person had to be slightly obsessed with it, but the only thing Marc felt that way over was currently snoozing in his truck under a heavy guard. The let down from using that much energy was like the crash of a drug. She would need food and sleep when Marc brought her in.


    Adrian spent a few minutes considering what he wanted to do, then he got up and got busy. Watching the screen without being able to hear the conversations was maddening anyway. The next run like this would include a microphone.
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    “Angie?” Marc tapped lightly on the window. “We’re ready to roll.”


    Angela groggily fumbled for the lock button to let him in. She’d followed his instructions.


    Marc tried to smile at her. She looked rough. “You did well.”


    Angela leaned against the seat, not feeling much physically or emotionally. Everything was blurry.


    Marc climbed into the driver’s seat as her guards went to their vehicles. After Angela’s show of force, the meal had been peaceful. The new descendants had eaten three times as much as the Eagles.


    “Good,” Angela murmured.


    There’s a flash of soul, Marc judged. She’s glad they’re getting a great meal, and that their people won’t starve this week.


    Angela turned away. She had a few more miles before they would be out of Sonja’s range. Not that the train boss was scanning them. Sonja and her convoy were hightailing it back to their train as fast as they could. Sonja was scared for her life.


    She should be, Jennifer sent. I want to go after her.


    Angela pretended to consider it, aware of Sonja’s stronger defenders still trying to listen. We made a deal. How would you justify that?


    She is a dangerous threat. She needs to be removed.


    I agree, but we cannot kill them all. Let her be. If she sticks to her word, so will I. Unable to take more of this farce, Angela dropped her shields and let the grayness claim her again. In here, her mind was protected by the fog.


    Marc approved the choice. Sonja might not be scanning Angela, but he was. Sonja didn’t know her the way that he did.


    Let her be! Jennifer snapped, causing Marc to flinch at the accompanying sting. She needs peace. Another argument about your lost child will NOT help.


    Marc locked down on a nasty reply. Jennifer was right. It was done. There was no going back, and accusations would make things worse.


    Angela sighed in relief, glad for the comfort of the fog, but even more grateful for Jennifer’s loyalty. She didn’t know if the teen was playing a perfect role or if her timing was just great, but it allowed Angela to sink the rest of the way into the darkness to sleep.


    Marc slowly shifted so that her head lolled against his shoulder and stayed there, supported. “I’ve got you. I always will, even when I don’t agree with you.”


    Marc turned on the heat and drove toward the cave. A few hours with Adrian had already healed more of her physical injuries and brought part of her back mentally. A day or two more should do a lot and then he could hand this heavy burden back over to the one who was meant to carry it.
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    “You can’t go to Safe Haven yet.”


    Marc put the truck in park, frowning at Angie’s words. He’d thought she was still asleep as they approached the town at the bottom of Safe Haven Mountain.


    Angela didn’t move. “I had these plans running before everything happened, Marc. Please keep that in mind.”


    Before he could question, Adrian came out of the cave, gesturing.


    Seeing Angela wasn’t paying attention, Marc translated. “They went straight to the train. The coolers are being unloaded. It won’t be long.”


    Marc turned to Angie, angry. “What did you do?”


    “I handled the problem.” She opened the door of the truck herself instead of waiting for someone to do it for her.


    Adrian was there to catch her when she stumbled in pain. “Sorry.” Adrian scooped her up and took her inside under angry mutters and glowers. Some of those men would never forgive him. His disapproval rating would always be double digits.


    Adrian settled her on the sleeping bag he’d placed on a stack of cushions and pillows from nearby homes. It would hold her for a day or two. He quickly retreated to the ledge with his mess kit as Marc and three Eagles came into the cave.


    Angela pushed herself into a sitting position, unable to conceal the pain as she moved. Her body would take a long time to finish healing.


    Adrian dipped out a bowl of hot stew, shoving a spoon into it. He completed the meal with a tumbler of powdered milk and hurried to serve her.


    Marc watched without comment. He assumed the urgency was due to the energy Angela had used to produce and control the fire.


    “Some of it.” Adrian was careful not to touch her again. “The crash hasn’t really come yet. She’ll sleep for most of a day after this. We have to get a meal into her first.”


    Angela forced herself to pick at the stew. She had one more secret to get rid of, one more horror to reveal, and then she could sleep all she wanted.


    Jennifer entered the cave, going straight to Angela in support. She sent a clear glower around the cave, implying she wouldn’t tolerate Angela getting upset.


    Adrian was grateful. When Marc found out this last mission, he would want to scream, but Angie didn’t need that right now.


    “Tell me.” Marc sank down in the chair that still held a blanket with Angela’s loose hair on it.


    Angela sighed. “Are we clear?”


    Jennifer nodded. “Yes. I can barely reach them from here. They aren’t on us now.”


    “I lied to Sonja.” Angela gestured. “Show him.”


    Adrian switched the channel on the monitor.


    Marc stared at the trains in surprise. “We have a camera up?”


    “She had me do it first.” Adrian adjusted again, trying for a slightly less fuzzy image. On the screen, dozens of people were cooking, eating, cleaning themselves, and walking around. It seemed like a grateful group of survivors enjoying a moment without chaos.


    Angela set her bowl down. She couldn’t eat while they watched this or she would toss it right back up. Bracing, she waited for the ugliness with another part of her soul dying.


    Marc studied the images. “How do you know she’s going to attack?”


    “She didn’t ask for those tradeoff lessons, did she?”


    “What?”


    “The camping and solar knowledge she schmoozed you with upon first contact.” Angela sighed tiredly. “She never brought it up.”


    Marc frowned. “We didn’t ask for the rail information either.”


    Adrian nodded. Both sides had known that the other was lying. The ending could have been much worse.


     


    “What are we waiting for?” Marc asked a bit later. Most of the people on the screen had finished eating and walking, and were now in the train, out of view.


    “Five more minutes,” Angela predicted gravely.


    Marc heard the awful pain in her words and tried to get ready for it. Whatever this was, Adrian and Jennifer were both refusing to even think about it to give him a clue. Apparently, Angela wanted him blindsided.


    “If you had known, you would have talked me out of it.” Angela started crying again. “But it had no good endings for Safe Haven. I hope you’ll believe that.”


    “I already know that’s true...” Marc suddenly guessed what she’d done as the clues came together. When he got over the surprise and then the revulsion, Marc asked the biggest question on his list. “Will it get them all?”


    Adrian answered for her, tone grim “Three full trains have now eaten. It cuts them by more than two thirds.”


    Marc couldn’t find an error with those numbers, or the secrecy. After witnessing Sonja’s amazing ability to read him over so much distance, Marc understood the need to keep this from him. What he hated was the deaths. Again, not all of those people were bad.


    “No.” Angela wiped away fresh tears. “And many of the slaves will clean up the scraps from their owners and also perish.”


    “Wow.” Marc had been through this too many times to get enraged. “I thought you were wishing them well.”


    “I was.” Angela met his sarcasm with ugly bitterness. “I fed them a last meal, didn’t I?”


    Everyone winced, including Adrian.


    Marc turned to shout at the former leader, but he was drawn to the screen, where the poisoned meat was finally taking effect. The scene was gruesome. She’s never coming back. No one could come back after doing this.


    Behind him, Angela’s last hope went out.
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    “What happens now?” Marc was still watching bodies fall. “If they attack, will we win?”


    “We aren’t going to give them time,” Jennifer answered, proving to Angela that the teen had known the full plan.


    “They’ll dump the train of bodies for those jeeps and trucks.” Adrian drew his attention when Marc glowered at the girl. “Sonja’s town will fall without her using her ability to hold them there. No more threat of descendants, no chances of American slavery.”


    “Sounds easy,” Marc stated with only a little rancor. He hated the choice, but Angela had made this plan before he had been passed leadership. She was following through.


    “Yes.” She shuddered. “I’m in no shape to do anything more.”


    “We’ll take care of it.” Marc heard the exhaustion, the unbearable guilt that she was adding to her shoulders for this. As much as Marc wanted to say she was right to feel that way, he couldn’t. Sonja had been dangerous.


    “Thank you for understanding.” Angela’s energy was fading fast. “Need to sleep. Make the call.”


    “I’ve got it covered, Baby.”  Ignoring the anger at his endearment, Adrian motioned toward the bedroll. “Get her to eat. If she doesn’t, she’ll wake up throwing up.”


    Marc glared. “She ate at the library.”


    “She ditched it as soon as you turned your back.” Adrian tuned in the radio. “She was afraid it would make her think about what was in the coolers.”


    “Asshole,” Angela muttered.


    “Get her to eat,” Adrian repeated.


    Jennifer and Marc both went that way.


    Adrian hit the mike. “I have a message for Sonja. Did she survive?”


    The cave of Eagles waited for a reply, all watching the monitors except for Marc, who was determinedly spooning small bites of the stew into Angie’s mouth. Jennifer was alternating drinks of milk and encouraging words when Angela’s hands went to her stomach in pain.


    “This is Adrian Mitchel, contacting whatever snake is now leading those trains of dead. Someone had better answer!” Adrian was following Angela’s mental script. She was using the last of her energy for this.


    “We are here, you evil bastards!” the radio spat. “We will make you pay for this treachery!”


    Angela clasped Marc’s wrist and sent out a final wave of angry heat that flared over everyone in burning waves of warning.


    “Stop! Don’t send the fire! We will go!”


    Angela only let up when that surrender came, much to the discomfort of her own populace. Unfortunately, to capture all of the survivors, she’d had to send out a huge net that couldn’t exclude her group. That heat had also been felt in Safe Haven.


    “You have two hours to be gone. One day to be out of this state. One week to be out of this country. We’re watching. Go now and go fast.”


    Silence came for a moment, and then, “Should we leave our slaves?”


    “Only if you want to get out alive.” Adrian let his own hatred bleed through in his tones. “Don’t be late. Two hours, one day, and one week.”


    “Copy.”


    Adrian cut the radio to conserve the battery, glancing toward Angela for approval. Adrian’s brows came together. She was already out, with the bowl still half full. He stood up. “Switch with me.”


    Jennifer started to get up.


    Marc waved her off. He took Adrian’s seat at the monitor with a glower that spoke volumes. He hated all of this.


    Adrian settled down next to Angela and took her hand.


    The instant he touched her, Angela’s eyes snapped open. “I told you to never touch me!”


    Adrian grinned, scooping up a large bite. “Just have to motivate her.”


    Marc snickered against his will, soothed by her response. The jealousy was a part of him, a part of their upbringing where he’d been the only one looking out for her, but he was trying to crush it. Where they were all going from here, the drama couldn’t tag along. Pitcairn Island didn’t have room for it.


    “Coming in,” a familiar voice notified them from outside the cave. The veterinarian ducked through the blind. Surprise rolled over the Eagles.


    Kyle moved forward. “How did you know we were here?!”


    “Who do you think added the special coolers?” Chris went to Angela. He gazed at her with a clear adoration that drew notice from every male in the cave.


    Finally! Jennifer had always known the vet was hinky. It was about time the others felt it too.


    “You did well,” Angela praised between bites. Angela ignored the others to finish her last part in this mess. “We’re all set?”


    The vet handed her a photo. It was of a minefield.


    “Channel 15.” Chris gestured at Marc, a bit surprised the boy scout was here for this.


    Marc switched to the new angle in pleasant surprise as he realized it was atop a tree that gave them a clear view of the road the surviving train people would have to take to travel north. His elation faded as he realized the photo the vet handed around at Angela’s direction wasn’t far into the distance from the trains. “How did you get close enough to do this without them knowing?”


    Chris beamed proudly. “I did it before they got here. It’s been in place for two weeks. I took this picture right before I shoveled dirt over it.”


    “It’s now had 14 days to sit and re-blend with the rest of the road.” Angela pushed away the last bite. “I’m done. Get off me.”


    Adrian ignored her request and adeptly shoved the last bite into her mouth. He scowled as she gagged. “Keep it down!”


    Angela struggled to obey. It was hard.


    Marc watched the tears stream down her cheeks, watched her recover herself and actually swallow the food. I wouldn’t have been able to do that to her, he thought, remembering his weak gut moments. It had gotten better over the years, but not that much. He also wouldn’t have been able to treat her that way.


    “Good girl,” Adrian praised as Jennifer handed her the milk to finish. “You can sleep now. We’ll handle things.”


    Angela held up a very sore arm. “I want to be awake for it. I did it. I have to watch.”


    “I don’t think you need to carry this one.” Adrian refused to touch her for the energy blast she needed. “If you want it, you’ll have to take it.”


    Angela inhaled with a brutal tug and then used some of the energy to blast Adrian against a wall of the cave. He crumbled at her feet, barely conscious.


    “He won’t say that again.” Marc chuckled. He went back to studying the monitor.


    Angela used the stolen energy to push herself up and join her mate at the radio. The food was trying to settle, but the stomach cramps were making it hard.


    Feeling her discomfort, Marc reached out for her hand. As angry as he could be with her, as angry as he was right now, he still cared. That would never change.


    “Same here.” Angela clasped his hand. They waited together to witness her latest atrocity.


    Adrian slowly stood up, glad Marc was ready to offer comfort. She didn’t need to witness this.


    I agree. Marc hoped to surprise Angela with their open line. But I don’t want to be knocked out. You want to try again?


    Adrian smirked. “No.”


    Angela ignored them. The fleeing train survivors weren’t staying together as she’d hoped they would. If too many of them reached the trap ahead of the others, there might still be survivors.


    “Shh. It’s okay.” Chris was still gazing at Angela. He hadn’t glanced away from her once. “I placed a second area in case that happened.”


    Right on time, Angela tracked as the vet’s mental walls collapsed under Marc’s scrutiny.


    “You’re a descendant!”


    “Not now.” Angela pulled his attention away from the vet. “Be ready.”


    Marc saw the box next to the radio and realized he would be the one to spring the trap.


    “Let the traitor do it.”


    Marc stood up, wrapping an arm around Angela’s shoulders.


    Shaking off the daze, Adrian ignored the lump on his skull to take over the controls. He fought not to smile.


    Spotting his eagerness, Marc glared. “You’re loving this!”


    The former leader picked up the box. “Eliminating our enemies? Yes. Why aren’t you?”


    “Because I have a soul! Why don’t you?!”


    “Because I wasn’t put here to be a saint or a boy scout,” Adrian stated calmly. “I’m here to ensure the survival of our people. There isn’t anything I won’t do for that goal. Let us know when you finally understand how that feels.”


    Before Marc could send a scathing retort, Adrian hit the button and blew up the road.


    Watching the carnage on the monitor was hard on all of them, even Adrian. Despite his bravado, he didn’t like doing this. Killing wasn’t the goal of a descendant. Every time he did it, or helped do it, he felt more alien to this world.


    A small group from the train made it through the first explosions, only to be hit with the second barrage Adrian triggered as they watched the monitors. Nothing moved after that.


    Angela slowly turned toward the warm cocoon of her chair and blanket. As she pulled the quilt up to hide the sobs, Adrian turned off the screen. “As far as I’ve seen, we never have to do that again. This is the one and only time that Safe Haven will ever have to condone mass murder.”


    Unable to take that lie, Marc suddenly wanted to be back with the camp. “What else do we need to do?”


    “Jeff’s new friend needs to be handled.” Jennifer reminded them of other issues that were waiting. “He said Sally can’t come in our gates, and I believe him.”


    “What does she want?”


    Jennifer shrugged. “To be alone with her animals. Jeff wants to hook her up with gear and supplies and send her on her way.”


    Marc caught the tone. “What about you?”


    “She should be eliminated.” The teenager sighed. “But Jeff said she saved their lives and they have to return the favor.”


    “Angie will make the decision,” Marc passed the choice automatically. “Tell him she’ll–”


    “No.”


    Marc quickly rotated to confront Adrian. “You don’t get a say!”


    Adrian glared back. “Angie is not in charge anymore. These are your choices. Handle them and let her heal.”


    Feeling the scold, Marc scowled. “Who the hell do you think you are?!”


    Adrian didn’t answer. She needed a break and he was going to make sure that she got one. Without a respite, she wouldn’t be able to get them across the ocean.


    Marc relented, reading the thought. “Fine! When Dog’s ready to be brought in, we’ll swap out the gear and supplies, and send her on her way,” Marc chose, talking to Jennifer. “But if you get a real sign of a problem, tell me and I’ll handle it then.”


    “You got it.”


    Marc realized he was fully in Angela’s place now. “What else?”


    “The bodies. Poison meat isn’t good for nature.”


    Marc sighed. Cleanup had to happen. “Okay… We’ll burn it on our way to camp. What else?”


    Adrian gave Kyle a pointed look.


    Kyle, still furious with the man, flipped him the finger, but did as directed. “What we tell the camp, what loot we take, level of discussion among the ranks, and then notifying their town that Sonja and her army are gone.”


    Marc hadn’t realized there were so many issues still waiting, but it was embarrassing that he’d forgotten about the town. “Do that one now. Does she have something scripted?”


    Adrian held up a finger. “I’ve got it covered when you say the word.”


    “Word.”


    Amused, Adrian found the right channel on the radio that Kenn had made as powerful as anything in camp. “This is Safe Haven refugee camp. Come in, Altoona, Pennsylvania.”


    The response came quickly.


    “This is Altoona. Where is Sonja?”


    “Sonja is dead. I repeat: your tyrannical ruler is dead. Safe Haven has handled her and liberated your town. You are all free to go.”


    “Is this some kind of bad joke?” the man on the other end asked suspiciously.


    “I repeat, Sonja is dead. Everyone on the train is dead. We consider all the subjects of Pennsylvania to be innocent victims of her tyranny, including those in her hometown. Safe Haven is open to trade and regular communications if you so desire.”


    “We’re going to confirm this before we do anything,” the voice replied stiffly. “Altoona, out.”


    Adrian turned off the radio. “Have a wonderful evening, asshole.”


    Marc sniggered. “Nice. She write that little freedom speech and warning combined?”


    “I did,” Jennifer grunted. “She approved it, of course.”


    “So did I.” Adrian avoided Marc’s quick glare. “She wasn’t sure it conveyed enough of a threat. Judging from the response, I’d say it was perfect.”


    Jennifer didn’t want to feel good about receiving praise from Adrian. To hide what she couldn’t avoid, Jennifer stomped over and sank down by Angela. “I’m staying here.”


    Adrian shrugged. He had nothing to hide now. The feeling was amazing.


    Loathing that, Marc motioned the Eagles toward the exit. “I’ll figure out the rest of it as we go. Let’s roll.”


    Jennifer didn’t stand up until Marc gave her the specific glower that said he would pick her up and carry her out if he had to. Aware that he was on the edge of his patience, the teen reluctantly stood, but she couldn’t keep from protesting. “It’s not right.”


    “Get in the truck.” Kyle took Jennifer’s arm. “He knows what he’s doing.”


    “Giving her up? Because Adrian will use this to bond with her! You know that.”


    “Yes, I do,” Kyle conceded angrily. “Now, come on.”


    Marc waited to be alone with Adrian and Angela. He had to let go of something.


    Angela struggled to stay awake. Her energy was gone. “I’m listening.”


    “I’ve always known that you belong with someone else. Even when we were kids.”


    Angela would have denied that, but Marc didn’t let her. “I’m not giving you up or giving you permission to love him. I don’t have that kind of control over you.” Marc sighed. “I wouldn’t want that kind of control over anyone, but I mean it. I always knew we weren’t supposed to end up together.”


    That old wound began to bleed in her heart. “That’s why you made the choice?”


    “Yes. I wanted the Marines. You were meant for better than me. That’s why I let you go. Every moment since then was spent in regret, but it was honest regret.”


    “Because you still believe it was right?”


    “Yes.”


    Adrian stayed silent as they tried to remove one of the walls that had always stood between them.


    “I was scared of you.”


    “Why?” Marc couldn’t stop his annoyance at the revelation. “I never put a hand on you that you didn’t beg me for.”


    Angela couldn’t say it, forcing Adrian to supply the answer. “She’s terrified of males. Always has been, I would guess.”


    Marc was floored by that. “I never knew.”


    “I hid so many things as a kid.” Angela refused to cry again. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.”


    “I wouldn’t have known how to handle it then.” Marc came over to her. “I guess the past never lets go, does it?”


    Angela held up a hand to him. “I love you.”


    Adrian winced even as he silently applauded the start of their reconciliation. He needed her to be happy. After all that she’d sacrificed for the dream, she deserved peace.


    “Without change, there can be no peace,” Angela muttered chillingly. “Only survivors.”


    Marc stiffened. “And we haven’t changed, have we?”


    “Not enough and it’s cost me everything that I needed.”


    Adrian tried to comfort her. “You couldn’t have pushed them any faster.”


    Marc flashed an ugly glare. “Stop lying to her. That’s an order.”


    Adrian winced again.


    Marc knelt down, finally ready to say what he’d been holding onto for a while now. “I can’t be with you like this. I love you too, but as long as you lead Safe Haven, I can’t be your mate. You’re too…”


    “Evil?” she supplied tiredly.


    “Yes.”


    Adrian clamped down on a violent response.


    “What about while you’re in charge?” she questioned, lids closing.


    Adrian abruptly got up and left the lukewarm cave.


    Marc gloated, missing Angela’s relieved flinch. “I’m making all those choices, with you doing nothing that I don’t approve?”


    “Yes, please.” Angela instantly claimed the freedom. “I’m tired, Marc. I… I can’t do it.”


    Marc stewed over it as if that didn’t fall right into his own plans. “I need to think on it.”


    Angela didn’t speak as he kissed her cheek and left. She let the blackness come forward to remove the pain.


    Marc didn’t acknowledge Adrian as he came from the cave to get into the waiting truck. He still didn’t as they drove off. He was afraid to talk to the former leader and reveal his plans before things were in place.


    Adrian knew the sentiment. He was currently doing the same.
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    Jennifer began as soon as Marc was out of sight of the cave. “You shouldn’t leave her alone with him.”


    “Yeah, about that. You and I need to talk.”


    Jennifer felt the unhappiness, but didn’t back down even though it was a man. She didn’t have very much of that old fear anymore. It was liberating, but also scary. “She isn’t safe.”


    “Is there something you’ve seen that she missed?”


    “No,” Jennifer responded sullenly. “If I’ve caught it, I know she has.”


    “Then butt out.”


    “But she–”


    “I said, butt out.” Marc drove on, glowering a bit. “Angie stayed out of your personal shit, right?”


    Jennifer grunted.


    Marc motioned toward their home. “I need you keeping the peace without the camp sensing your sting. Work on that now.”


    Jennifer hadn’t realized she would have to continue enforcement duties in their camp.


    “Of course, you will. We have hundreds of new members and some are descendants who haven’t had our rules to follow. You and the other scanners will form a group to control the magic users in Safe Haven. Monitor and enforce–by Eagle rules, not descendant.”


    “Openly?”


    Marc nodded, timbre settling into stone. “We will not restart Adrian’s lies to the camp. If they ask, tell them.”


    Before she could protest, Marc held up a hand. “That’s not all. As of this moment forward, all open use of magic or gifts without permission is expressly forbidden.”


    “What?” Jennifer was shocked. “That’s not what Adrian and Angela wanted. They said we need the camp to accept us for what we are.”


    Marc glanced over at Kyle. “You understand why.”


    Kyle nodded. “Yes, and I agree. People are jealous.”


    Jennifer thought of the ugly bruises on Angela’s neck and swallowed her instinct to refuse. Maybe it would be better if they weren’t so open for a while.


    “What about the train?” Kyle was glad Marc had redirected Jenny’s focus away from Adrian.


    “The same. We don’t hide it anymore.” Marc steered the truck toward that carnage. “We also don’t take photos. Set up a patrol when we get there. I don’t want a lot of witnesses.”


    “Too late for that.” Kyle sighed, using his binoculars to explore their surroundings. “Big group of refugees ahead.”


    “Heard the radio, probably.” Marc started to message Angela to ask how she wanted this handled, but the thought of facing Adrian’s scorn slapped him. He was in charge now. He had to make these choices.


    “We’ll go around.” Marc steered them toward a different road, quickly getting their convoy out of sight. He was doing what Angela would to clean up the loose ends, but after this, things would be done his way.


    She’s right to get rid of the threats, his demon argued hesitantly. We’ve detected ugliness in their futures.


    Marc wasn’t comforted. He, more than most, understood they had to remove some individuals, but not like this.


    Do you believe that group would treat you better? Perhaps you should go lead them! His demon left, not wanting to trigger an argument.


    Marc knew it to be the truth. Scanning, he was able to read their lawlessness, the contempt for authority that kept shrinking their members.


    She knew I would have to do this. Angie knew this would happen. That’s why she didn’t have instructions for the cleanup.


    I think so too, Jennifer admitted, but I wasn’t a part of this plan at all. I was a tag-a-long.


    Marc almost smirked, contemplating an old joke about loose women and a truck stop tag-a-long. Marc snickered. We called them lot lizards in my day.


    Bite me, Jennifer retorted easily, glad Marc wasn’t mad. She cared too much to ignore their problems.


    “I appreciate that, I do.” Marc waited for any last chance that Angie would contact him. When it was clear no reprieve was coming, Marc turned the truck toward home. “Come out tomorrow and verify the totals. Then burn it.”


    “Yes, sir.” Kyle wasn’t ready to clear that site yet. He was still occasionally haunted by the rest area. That ghost didn’t need company.


    Jennifer saw the Indians emerge from a long line of trees to their left. “Our escort just fell in.”


    Marc didn’t respond. Natoli and his warriors were still running under Angela’s orders. Since they were following him everywhere he went, Marc assumed they were there to keep him alive. He was just grateful Sonja hadn’t sensed them and thought it was a betrayal of their deal. Not that it mattered now.


    “There’s Seth.” Kyle pointed.


    Marc pulled alongside a truck that looked like it had gone the distance, rolling the window down. “All done?”


    Seth hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “We removed all street signs within two miles of the base. No easy markers to get in.”


    “Excellent. We’re going up now. Everyone goes in the QZ.”


    “You got it.” Seth took his vehicle to the rear of Marc’s convoy. Natoli’s warriors, still looking regal despite being in trucks, took drag.


    Marc led them to the alternate loading location, not looking forward to the climb after the meal and the drama. Much like Angie, he just wanted to sleep.


    Jennifer subtly placed a finger on Marc’s shoulder and sent a bolt of pale light into him.


    Marc, not realizing what had happened, felt his spirits lift. He would be better once he was back inside Safe Haven’s light. “The sooner the better.”


    Jennifer rested while he parked. Now she wasn’t looking forward to the climb.


    Kyle secured the area while the other Eagles loaded up the empty boxes and coolers, none of them talking. It had been an incredibly successful mission, but they didn’t feel like bragging.


    Marc took his team into the tunnels Adrian had come through, refusing to think about being without Angie. They both needed this break.


    Jennifer trudged behind Marc, wanting to be close enough to protect him if they were ambushed. Being Angela’s XO was hard. Tired, she quickly allowed a gap to come between them.


    Kyle scooped her up. They both tensed at the contact, guiltily enjoying it.


    “You did real good.” Kyle patted her shoulder. “I’ve got it from here.”


    “You sure? ‘Cause I could–”


    Kyle quickly kissed her. It was a fast peck followed by a confident grin. “I’ve got this shit.”


    Jennifer giggled, sending warmth through the entire group. “Okay.” She snuggled into his thick arms, resting her cheek against his neck. “You smell good.”


    Kyle retained his grin for the rest of the trek.
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    “You left her where?!”


    Marc sank down in the chair the doctor waved him to, eager to have his blood work done. “With Adrian.”


    “Why would you do that? He is the devil!”


    Marc chuckled at the shouts, trying not to let the remaining bruise on Hilda’s head sway him. “Yeah.”


    Peggy scowled. “What’s funny about this?”


    “You two.” Marc blasted them with cool contempt. “Do you think the guys here don’t understand what’s going on?”


    Hilda and Peggy both shut up, going still and watchful.


    Confirmed, Marc chuckled again. “Don’t pick a fight you can’t win, ladies. Angie won’t ever support you on that.”


    “She already has.” Peggy regained her balance as she realized Marc knew of their plans. “Ask her.”


    “She gave me a message.” Marc wasn’t above using that tactic. “She said if there’s trouble while I’m in charge, she’ll hunt down every one of your plants–including Marsha.”


    “Trouble with who?” Hilda knew she needed to be worried about Marc having that information.


    “She didn’t say. I’d be careful.” Marc’s eyes narrowed. “She isn’t in a forgiving mood.”


    Hilda turned and walked out, furious at the perceived betrayal.


    Peggy wasn’t fooled as easily. She stared at Marc in intense concentration, trying to figure out where she’d been tricked. “She didn’t say that.”


    “Would you like to ask her?” Marc countered. “She has a son here, one of those men that you hate. If Charlie was threatened, after the loss we’ve suffered, I won’t even try to hold her back. You’ll burn in front of the entire camp. Should I plan for that?”


    Peggy knew that to be true and also a lie. She slowly gave in. “Okay for now, Mr. Ruler. But you be careful too, huh? You’re not her.”


    “No, I’m not,” Marc concurred icily. “I’ll charge you and have a trial, then hang you in front of the camp. Same result, though.”


    Enraged, Peggy marched from the medical bay.


    Drawing blood, the doctor smothered a smirk. Peggy and Hilda were getting too open about their desires. Now they would stop for a little while at least.


    “I hope so. I understand and all, but enough is enough.”


    The doctor patted him once on the shoulder and went to draw blood from Jennifer.


    Marc scanned the medical bay, estimating there was room for all of them unless real patients came in. “We’ll crash right here until we’re cleared.”


    Happy to not have to lug themselves up or down any more mountainsides or tunnels at the moment, the Eagles began to get comfortable, claiming cots and corners.


    “Make a short list of anything you’d like to have and I’ll send for a gopher,” Marc took out his notebook. He pushed the button on the radio. “We’re home, base. All accounted for. Doing our time in the QZ like everyone else has to.” It was a good reminder for their new inhabitants that even the boss of this refugee camp went through these procedures.


    “Copy that. Welcome home,” Kenn replied. “I’ll send someone by.”


    “Copy.” Marc assumed Kenn had anticipated the need for a gopher. He was pleased the Marine remembered it from their days of fighting together. Grunts always wanted access to comforts after a fight. It just hadn’t always been possible then.


    “Medical showers are open for us.” Marc waved toward the rear of the bay that was usually only for the medical staff. “Ladies first.”


    Kyle gently tugged Jennifer that way, not letting her protest. “Yes. You’re getting a shower, a hot meal, and eight to 10 hours of sleep.”


    Jennifer sighed. “After you check on Autumn.”


    “I’ll do it while you shower.”


    Marc waited for Jennifer to get out of sight and then stripped off his dirty clothes for the clean set in his kit. He did it quickly, not looking at anyone, and wasn’t surprised when a few of the men followed suit while they had privacy. Marc thought of the M.A.S.H. line and grinned. Nudity still made some folks breathe funny. That was life.


    The doctor and two nurses drew blood, and then went about their routines as if it were normal to have three dozen Eagles camping with them for the night. Marc was pleased. People were adapting to life after war better than he’d judged they would back before the shit had hit the fan. It was a comfort to know humans could still adapt.


    Kyle looked around. “Hey, where did the vet go?”


    Billy frowned. “He didn’t come in our trucks. Probably didn’t leave that way, either.”


    “I want him quarantined when he shows up.” Marc wrote it down.


    “Maybe she had other work for him.” Barry had been silent the entire trip, watching and learning, as Angela had instructed. He had many things to replay when this run was over, but he wasn’t going to go blabbing about being taken along or saving Marc’s life. It would anger people like Cynthia, who Angela had vetoed from the trip despite Marc saying the reporter could come, but it also didn’t fit in with his plans. Barry knew he had to be more cautious if he wanted to achieve his goals.


    Marc glared at him. “And what would those be?”


    “To make it onto your personal team.”


    “To kill me?”


    Barry smiled a bit. “Angela’s already got that covered with you and Adrian.”


    Marc was surprised into a harsh laugh of respect for the honesty and courage to say that so openly. “What’s your name?”


    “Barry, sir. From New York.”


    “What did you do there?”


    “Stockbroker.”


    “No shit? Never met one.”


    Barry held out a hand. “Now you have.”


    Marc chuckled, shaking. He didn’t pick up anything hinky about the man and that was good. “Get some sleep, rookie. Your patrol starts at midnight.”


    Barry snapped a salute, grinning. “Yes, sir.”


    Marc rolled his eyes, trying not to enjoy it too much. He’d witnessed Adrian and Angela brought down through pride and obsession. He wasn’t about to make those mistakes.


    You’ll make all new ones, his demon predicted bluntly. Try to account for that while you’re busy congratulating yourself.


    Marc hadn’t felt the demon return, but he didn’t respond. He understood going against his descendant power wasn’t recommended, but he’d already witnessed firsthand what happened when a person let that side of them have control. No, he wasn’t going to repeat the mistakes of previous leaders and if he did make all new ones, then so be it. At least they would be his and not some inhuman form of life that had to have a host.


    Feeling the insult deeply, the demon finally spoke his full thought on the matter. I believe you’re searching for an excuse to ditch that decades old commitment because you’re scared of not being man enough for her now that you’ve witnessed what she’s capable of in every way. Coward.


    The demon slammed mental doors on his way out, leaving Marc angry and without a target. It was hours before the fury faded.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Ten



    Lying in Wait


     


     


     


    1


    Adrian secured the outside of the cave, then quickly stoked up the fire he had going in the far corner. The vent hole he’d made was sucking the smoke out nicely, but it was a giveaway on their location. He was going to burn it hard and hot for about half an hour, and then they would resume a cold camp. The chill in the air felt like they might wake to a fresh layer of snow.


    Adrian added two more thick rocks as weight to seal the bottom edges of the flap. There hadn’t been time to construct a real door or gather gear.


    After shifting the monitor to where he could see it from the bedroll, Adrian went to Angela’s sleeping form. He didn’t want to wake her, but there wasn’t a choice since she was still sitting up.


    “Lay down, Angie.” Adrian rubbed her arm. “It’s okay to sleep now. Lay down.”


    To his surprise, she did, burrowing deep into the thick sleeping bag.


    Adrian hurriedly joined her and zipped them up. It took a minute to find a comfortable position on the cushions that were under the bedroll, but it was still wonderful to be enclosed with her warmth, her smell.


    Adrian concentrated, using his dimming gift to hide them in layers of darkness that very few descendants would be able to penetrate. Satisfied of their safety, Adrian’s lids shut. It had been a long day.


    Outside the cave, the vet felt the couple behind him go dim. Glad that he’d been overlooked, Chris peddled toward Safe Haven on the 10-speed he’d chosen, fighting light jealousy. One day, he would hold her while she slept. Until then, Adrian would keep her warm.


     


    Upon reaching camp a short time later, Chris began patrolling the cold, snowy sector around Safe Haven’s open entrance, not minding the miserable labor. Angela had known that he wouldn’t. He was honored to shield her son and clean up loose ends. In time, he would do more.


     


     


    2


    “Angie didn’t come back with you?”


    “No.” Marc motioned Morgan into the cubby so their voices wouldn’t carry as far. “She’s not safe here.”


    “We have more assassins?!” Morgan was angry there had been another attempt on Angela’s life, but it scared him that the person had been trying to steal her power. He hadn’t even considered that motive.


    “We don’t know. It could be something Tara set up or someone else is still pulling strings.”


    “Other than the train gang?”


    Marc sighed. “Yes.”


    “What about the possible meltdown somewhere upstate?”


    “Ongoing, so far as we know. We have a lot to do before we even lift a finger. You know what I mean?”


    “Yes. Who do you want in on it?”


    “All team leaders and XOs, plus Kenn and a few others I’ll bring in.”


    Morgan sat down at the narrow cafeteria table they’d drafted for the security chamber. “Which crisis will hit us first?”


    “According to the notebook, all of it in the next two weeks. We have two choices, like before. We tough it out or we run. Last time, we all had hopes that we’d be safe here and the vote was easy. Now, they might actually vote to run. We’ll need to be prepared for either outcome.”


    Morgan retrieved his notebook from his jacket and began to make notes.


    Marc let him go for a minute, reading the neat script upside down across the table. Morgan was handy.


    “Do you want this done openly?”


    “As much as you can, yes. I’ll note the things that are to be kept quiet.”


    “Do you anticipate many of those?” It was his way of asking if Marc would be hiding things from the camp and running behind-the-scenes plots like his predecessors had.


    Marc grunted. “Not if I can help it. I will be open, but we have to have their reactions covered.”


    “Sounds like secrets to me.”


    Marc frowned. He hadn’t looked at it that way. “I can’t be open with them?”


    “Not on some things,” Morgan revealed the teaching moment for what it was. “We’ll help you through it. The senior guys have done this a couple of times now.”


    Marc was surprised into a smile. “Smell that green, do I?”


    Morgan chuckled. “So did your woman. Adrian whispered in her ear. I’d be honored to do that for you.”


    Marc held out a hand, grateful he didn’t have to make a choice on that. “Thanks.”


    Outside, Jax smothered his desire for that position as he tapped and pushed the door open. “You wanted me?”


    Marc waved him in, giving Morgan a nod of dismissal.


    Jax took Morgan’s seat with a reserved look at the Special Forces man. Jax hadn’t been able to bond with Neil’s men at all.


    “I have a job for you.”


    “Cool.” Jax brightened, leaning forward eagerly. “Sure!”


    Outside, Morgan cracked a grin. That had sounded exactly like Adrian. Marc was about to learn that their former administrator’s methods had been necessary in many ways. It should be fun to watch.
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    “Things good in here? Boss wants a check in.”


    Kenn frowned, but didn’t say what he thought. “No trouble and no contacts for a few hours.”


    Tonya closed the thin door and leaned against the radio counter to write down the details. She was trying to be careful in her new duties of information officer.


    Kenn rattled off the few things their newest boss needed to know, saving the unimportant items for later. From the sound of Marc’s short radio message, the train run had been rough. He wouldn’t have the patience to wade through stupidity for a few hours.


    Tonya copied it all down and then stuffed the notebook into her pocket. She still had 15 minutes before she had to report in. She wanted to spend it here.


    Kenn felt her leg slide against his and grinned at the heat, but he didn’t encourage it. Tonya’s medical checkup was coming soon. He wanted to wait until she had been cleared to get physical. It was another big change for him–wanting the baby.


    Tonya wanted sex. She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so horny. She tried to be casual as she stretched, shoving out her chest.


    Kenn’s eyes snapped to her. He swallowed. “No.”


    Tonya stared, hands going to her hips. “Excuse me?”


    Kenn snorted, forcing his concentration to the new monitors that had been put up. “No.”


    Tonya took it as a personal challenge. “Okay.” Shrugging, she unsnapped the top button on her jeans and slid a hand inside her pants.


    Kenn struggled not to respond, to hold firm to his resolve. It lasted all of two minutes before he caved. “Come here.”


    Tonya grinned, eagerly moving into his embrace. “We’ll be careful.”


    Kenn grunted, replacing her hand with his own. “I just have to get you sloppy wet. Hold onto my shoulders.”


    Tonya groaned as his big fingers rubbed her slick skin. “Thank you.”


    Kenn hardened the rest of the way. “I aim to please.”
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    “You doing okay in here?”


    Samantha kept her attention on the security monitors. “No big problems so far. The Eagles are supervising things.”


    “Marc wants a–”


    Samantha handed Neil a clipboard with a dozen papers. “Those are copies of the two arrests we made, the report on the missing rookie gun that we’re all positive was set down somewhere and forgotten, and a few other small issues. Pretty quiet while they were gone.”


    Neil dropped a kiss to the top of her head, positive she was tired. “I’ll be by to get you as soon as your shift is over.”


    Samantha was still studying the screens. “Looking forward to your back, sir.”


    Neil laughed. “And I, yours.”


    Neil quietly shut the door to the security compartment that had been shoved into a deep impression near the brig. He liked Samantha being down here, away from the chaos of new citizens. In a few weeks, when Safe Haven had infected them with light, he would relax about it. Until then, having Samantha stashed out of the way was perfect.


    Neil walked to the next location on rounds, enjoying running security on the cave. He and the other senior men were supervising all the floors. Since the mountain blew up, there hadn’t been big trouble inside their stone walls. Neil understood most people were scared to cross Angela. Her power was intimidating. However, Neil found himself comforted instead of concerned. Angela wouldn’t let anything happen to their future. Bad people would be exposed for years and dealt with, but in the end, they would have peace. “Can’t have one without the other.” If being scared of Angie kept people under control, Neil was all for it.


    He stopped at the radio room. “Coming in.”


    “Shit!” Tonya scrambled for clothes.


    Kenn leaned back to button his jeans. “Nice timing, Numbnuts.”


    Neil knew he should be mad, and he would tell Marc, but all he could do was laugh at this moment.


    Kenn flushed, realizing who he was talking to. He’d thought it was a rookie. Neil would rat them out. “We would have heard the radio if someone called.”


    Neil shrugged. “Tell it to whoever he sends to reprimand you over it. I’m just here for your sheet.”


    Kenn tossed it, making the former state trooper grab for it awkwardly.


    Neil, now frowning, nodded politely to Tonya, noting her small smirk. Feeling the need to set them both straight, Neil left instead.


    Tonya’s giggles floated out, followed by Kenn’s groan. “That’s why I said no. We can’t do this shit on duty.”


    “Don’t be mad. I’m sorry.”


    Kenn sighed. “Come here. I like holding you afterwards.”


    Melting, Neil chose not to rat them out. That was more caring about a female and the camp rules than Kenn had ever shown unless there was a crisis. It was clear progress.


    Neil went to the final stop on this floor, enjoying the beautiful heat rushing through the passages. Theo’s crew was still working on the cave, those who could anyway. Most of the damage from the blast had been removed so they could do repairs. Topside wasn’t as good. Thanks to the cold, the avalanche and bodies were still there. The remaining ants were using them as a food source, but Neil assumed orders would come down soon for a cleanup crew.


    He’d heard the rumors that leaving the mess was an intimidation technique, but he didn’t believe it was needed. Samantha was saying they would have two weeks of clear weather before the next blizzard. In that time, the mounds of snow would melt and the bodies would begin to stink. Angela wouldn’t leave that to nature. The Eagles who expected to get that duty were mentally preparing for it.


    Neil tapped on the pulled down shade to the medical bay and stepped into the dimness. He liked Angela in charge. Marc would do fine while she recovered, but then she would have to be put back in place, where she belonged. It wasn’t a haven anymore if their seer wasn’t guiding them.
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    “You okay over there?”


    Jeff grunted.


    Kevin joined him on the wide sofa, glad the doctor had been able to get them cleared so quickly. Now that Safe Haven had nurses and assistants, the quarantine waiting time had been cut by half. Kevin wondered why Jeff had chosen to stay in the reading room that was closed for the night.


    “I don’t have memories of her here,” Jeff’s voice broke a little. “I loved that stubborn bitch, you know?”


    Kevin was shocked by Jeff’s tears. He put a hand on the man’s shoulder, not sure what to say that would help.


    Jeff recovered quickly, embarrassed. “Sorry.”


    Kevin shrugged, settling onto the sofa. “Don’t be.”


    Jeff glanced over, noting the bottle in Kevin’s hand and the haunted expression. “What about you?”


    Kevin sighed deeply. “About the same, I guess, just without the other half of your pain.”


    Jeff understood. “Yeah.”


    The two rebels stayed quiet for a long time. When the lights went out on the automatic timer, neither of them rose to reactivate it. The darkness was a comfort.


     


    Seth headed for the general sleeping space, doing a last check of all the rooms that were off limits during the evening on his way. He shined his light around the reading chamber… Faces! People! Seth let out a cry, hand sliding toward his weapon.


    Recognition came as the laughter spilled out. “Damn!”


    Kevin chuckled while Jeff snickered.


    “What the hell, guys?”


    Kevin yawned. “Just closing our night like we did while on the road.”


    And they were, Jeff realized. The only thing missing was his cigar.


    Kevin handed him one. “I hit the supply area.”


    Jeff’s mood brightened a little. He had missed hanging out with his team. He, Tommy, and Seth were all that remained now. “Come join us?”


    Seth started to kick them out and then shrugged. “Yeah, if the boss clears it. Give me an hour.”


    “We’ll be here.”


    Seth disappeared, suddenly eager to hear their tales of living without Safe Haven. Many citizens were comparing Pitcairn to being here on their own. Jeff and Kevin had details they would all want to hear.


    Seth made a short pause by the security booth, getting approval for the few hours they would be in the reading room. After promising Marc it would be cleaned and ready for the camp in the morning, Seth went to check on Becky. She had first shift and should be sleeping.


    Seth quietly eased around cots and blanket forts, trying hard not to disturb anyone. This open set up and bunkbed maze fit many people into one area, but there was no privacy. Everyone heard everything.


    Becky didn’t wake up as he pulled the blanket to her shoulders and placed a soft kiss on her cheek. Neither of them had mentioned their conversation in the truck after coming home. He still hoped to make her happier so those desires would go away.


    Seth finished his rounds and made a last stop by the eating carts. He wrote a note for what he took, then returned to the reading room to enjoy some male bonding. He didn’t realize other dwellers had discovered the location until he walked back into the darkness and half a dozen lights shined in his direction.


    “Down, boys!” He shielded himself from the glare. “I brought snacks.”


    Low cheers came as Seth passed the small bags around. He’d also managed to quietly juggle a few beers. “We’ll have to share. Everything’s closed.”


    “I’ve got a bottle for you if it stays quiet here,” Marc offered from the doorway. He set it on the nearest end table. “I’ll be listening.”


    The seven Eagles shared chuckles as Marc left them alone.


    Glad the guys would have a good time, Marc told Billy to increase the heat a little more and handle a few other items that they would need overnight. He would also have Kenn put some soft music on to keep the camp happy. Other than that, all he had to do was keep from dwelling on too many plans and plots at one time. He was too tired to keep it all straight right now. Tomorrow, he’d be plotting and planning all day, and doing anything to make him tired enough to sleep without his mate. The last week had sucked, but there wasn’t an end to his empty bed in sight.
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    “I want my friend, Angie!”


    Coming down the corridor, Marc followed the sullen demands to Missy and Shawn, who were staying in the small family area that hadn’t been opened until yesterday. Children who were having trouble adjusting could now be brought here at night to finish settling down. Missy was the first one who had refused to sleep in the common space.


    “I want Angie!”


    Shawn sighed. “She can’t come back yet. I told you that. She isn’t safe.”


    “I want to help catch the bad guy.”


    “No.”


    “Yes.”


    “Hello.”


    They both twisted to find Marc in the doorway.


    “How can you help? Searching for us?”


    Missy nodded, becoming shy around Marc. He scared her a little.


    “No need to be scared.” Marc smiled. “If you can help, then do it.”


    Missy immediately shut her eyes, sending waves of descendant power through the cave. It woke people from dozes and dreams, causing them to shift and glance around in confusion.


    “Damn. Stop.” Marc’s grid was lighting up. “My mistake.”


    Missy regarded him resentfully. “You’re new here, right?”


    Marc chortled. “Yeah, and so are you.” Marc motioned toward the handheld video games. “Introduce her to the muted version of Mario. We’ll do this in the morning.”


    Unhappy, Shawn nodded. He felt like her father since Tara’s death and it was confusing. He didn’t even like this kid.


    Missy began to cry.


    Shawn felt his own heart break and relented. Yet, Baby, but we’ve got years if you’re right.


    Missy sniffed, looking up. You mean that?


    Sure, why not? Shawn conceded. “And to be fair, you don’t like me yet, either right?”


    “No.” Missy made a face. “Boys are gross.”


    “Perfect. Let’s be good friends. I can help you, be there when you need someone.”


    “You won’t use me like the others all have?”


    “Never. If you agree to be my ward, I’ll protect you like a daughter or a…wife,” he forced out, unable to feel that way with her childish profile and body in front of him. “But I ask that you spend time with guys your own age you actually like. I don’t think the whole descendant thing is foolproof.”


    “But it is.” Missy yawned as the anger faded. “You’ll be so in love with me that you give me up.”


    Shawn winced. He gently wiped away her tears. “That doesn’t sound good.”


    “Yeah.” Missy shrugged. “But after that, we get to live happily ever after, so I’m okay with it.”


    Shawn smiled at her phrasing. He didn’t know what to make of this little girl, but he would protect her until he knew who she was supposed to be matched with. He didn’t believe for a moment that she was right about it being him. She deserved better. Like with Angela and Adrian. Their former leader was too evil to be matched with Angie, too selfish. Shawn had faith that Marc’s love would pull her through. All they had to do was make it safe for her to come home.
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    During the night, Angela began to shiver.


    Adrian had them swaddled in layers of blankets, but without a heat source, the cave was cold. Wishing he’d had more time to gather items, Adrian left the warmth of the blankets to dig through the kit Angela had struggled to bring in without letting the Eagles see how weak she was. It hadn’t succeeded.


    Adrian pulled out the bags and pouches happily, glad Marc had covered it. “Nice.”


    “What’s wrong?” Angela asked groggily.


    “Nothing. I’ll have us warmed up in a few minutes. Sleep if you can.”


    Angela did as she was instructed. Exhaustion was heavy.


    Adrian set up the spirit burner and the pot, dumping his canteen into it. The small stove wouldn’t put off enough smoke to be noticed, but it would work quickly. The hot water bottles would keep her warm until daylight, when he would build up the fire for their breakfast.


    As soon as the bottles were filled, Adrian placed them under the sleeping bag, wrapping the ends of the blankets around them to hold in the warmth.


    Adrian settled into the cold chair by the radio, tugging his jacket closer. He needed to scavenge more gear. The waves of refugees had cleaned out almost everything on a straight line from Yellowstone. It was occurring to him that Safe Haven was also low on those items too, since Marc had sent the small stove. Adrian had been expecting something larger. He would have to branch out for real equipment, but it would have to happen later. He wouldn’t trade his current duty for anything.


    Adrian opened the notebook, sure Marc had recognized it. He began to read, immediately enrapt. Angela’s predictions were complex, in-depth monsters that required full concentration and even then, he still felt like he was missing things. When his mother had told him there would be an alpha descendant whose powers eclipsed all others, Adrian had honestly believed it was him.


    He’d been young then and still growing mentally. Now that the real alpha was before him, Adrian could see how blinded he’d been in his youth, how devoted to his mother’s every word he’d become over the years. Had that been intentional? How had his mother known so much? Adrian’s subconscious began to nag that loose thread as he consumed Angela’s visions of the next wave of effects from the war.


    In the bed, Angela gradually quit shivering, but she didn’t fall into a restful sleep. The witch was trying to show her something through the fog. Having trouble keeping up, Angela tried to force herself into alertness so she could receive the warning. Weariness was a constant shadow since she’d taken over leadership… Wait. She was with Adrian. Marc was in charge of the camp. I don’t have to do this anymore!


    Angela lurched into a sitting position, gasping in pain and shocked alertness.


    Wait! The witch tried to pull her back.


    Tell Marc. Leave me be.


    Adrian came to her, but didn’t touch. He waited to see if it was her or the witch.


    “It’s me.”


    Adrian sank down next to her. “Even better.” He was happy to feel a steady stream of warmth coming from between the cushions now. It was warming nicely.


    “Thank you.”


    Adrian handed her a pack of stale, generic smokes and a lighter. “All I’ve got.”


    “Marc sent my brand, but this is fine.” Angela enjoyed the harsh draw. Safe Haven’s doctors had loudly complained each time she’d tried to have a smoke and locate her center.


    Adrian studied her as he always had before. She needed something and he wanted to give it to her. That need to please her had always been between them.


    “Along with this attraction.” She glared coldly. “I didn’t ask for either.”


    “We change, we adapt. And many times, we fall short. Makes it easy to screw up an entire world.”
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