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    When it’s all on the line,


    When instinct says its time,


    Do you run, hide, or fight?


    Do you pray? Support? Provide sight?


     


    Never an easy choice,


    Others always figure in.


    Women and children go first;


    Laws from an age of bigger men.


     


    Backs to thin walls,


    Lead running low…


    Do you step out front?


    Or disgrace yourself down low?


     


    Can you give it all up?


    Can you truly say goodbye?


    Can you stumble over their bodies?


    And not see yourself cry?


     


    And to our enemy, would you hand us over?


    We used to be your neighbors!


    Our children played together,


    Where we refused to allow these bad behaviors.


     


    How many of you will betray us?


    How many of us will you kill?


    It’s a question of numbers,


    And who pays the final bill.


     


    What will be the cost?


    What will be the price we pay?


    “Any win, is a win,” people quote,


    Uncaring as their souls decay.


     


    Why does our existence terrify you?


    How can you respect life so little?


    Our freedoms have been your hidden vices,


    Even as you lie and cast us evil.


     


    We used to be one nation,


    Under our own god.


    United, not divided.


    Kind, not blind.


    More considerate, than hypocrite!


     


    To terror, from near bliss.


    From the Promised Land, to cursed.


    When did it come to this?


    While we were busy conquering the Earth.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter One



    Is Anyone Listening?


    Safe Haven Refuge


    September 1st


     


     


     


    1


    As sunrise began to lighten the giant mountain peaks around Safe Haven, large envelopes were delivered to nearly every member of camp and then to the camps alongside theirs. The warmly dressed people here now numbered nearly 1000, roughly the same as the force coming for them, though the young and elderly had been included in Angela’s count. The soldiers wouldn’t have those weaker people in their ranks.


    Normally there might have been jokes about plain brown envelopes being quietly delivered, but not now. In those packages was life for some and death for others. No one wanted to receive them. It was fitting that they were being handed out during a chilly predawn drizzle.


    These packages were Angela’s plan in 100 small pieces. The Eagles delivered each one carefully into the hands it was intended for. The directive was to wait until the date and time written on the front of the envelope, then open it and follow the orders inside. Nearly every package was dated for Labor Day. The missions had been chosen and delivered, the people were prepared as much as they could be, and now, war would roll their way once more.


     


     


    2


    “This is Safe Haven Refugee Camp. Is anyone there?” Kevin paused to let answers come, but there was silence in the chilly morning air. He tugged his scarf closer to his cheeks and tried again. “Hello? This is Safe Haven. We are at Lookout Mountain. Can anyone hear me?”


    The radio crackled emptily in response.


    Kevin hung up the mike, worrying. “Been that way since midnight. Not a word.”


    Marc reached in and flipped the channel to one that they hadn’t used since Little Rock. He concentrated on the humming static, aware of the rest of the large camp behind him that was already awake and preparing. Knives clanked, guns fired, men and women grunted. It was soothing to the former Marine.


    Safe Haven had lost dozens of men and the same was true of the camps around theirs. Their ratio had been 4 to 1, but the toll was the same. Many of their best fighters were gone now. Second string was about to win or lose the game. Training on this rough terrain for the last couple of weeks had been genius on Angela’s part. “They’re probably jamming us on long range.”


    Kevin didn’t relax. “Are we ready for it?”


    “No one ever is.” Marc’s tone was grim. “Unless you’re doing the attacking. It’s different from that side.”


    The planes had stopped bringing soldiers to the base, but there was a large force there now, waiting for what? Only Angela knew for sure, but Marc thought it was for orders. They hadn’t had a man at the base who could handle Safe Haven. The envelopes being delivered and the radio going cold at the same time wasn’t a coincidence.


    “Will we win?” Kevin dropped his head. He hadn’t wanted to let that question out. Too many people were already asking it.


    Marc zipped up his leather coat and left without responding. It was a lie that he hadn’t been able to say yet, not even to Angela. Right now, he still didn’t think so. They were outnumbered and piecing together a secondary army of tailors, typists, and traders with treasure hunted weapons. The odds certainly weren’t in their favor.


    Marc snickered tiredly at his mental joke and allowed himself to be drawn to the firing range despite promising not to interfere with how much Angela was doing. Living here was an adjustment. She was doing well.


    Marc observed from behind the barrels of gunpowder as Angela roughly shoved a rookie.


    “You don’t touch the guns yet. This is the second time I’ve said it. Do it a third and you’re out!”


    Marc winced at the shrill snap, but the men around her nodded their agreement. She had a different style of working with people. She was hands-on, in their face as much as any drill sergeant he’d ever known, but she had the power to enforce every threat she made. It was something people knew even without her Eagle detail.


    That group of guards on her was excessive, but Marc had refused to cave to her pouting when he’d doubled it. She wasn’t just his light. She was the light of this camp and she would be safe above everything else. If they lost her, Safe Haven would be deserted in a few hours.


    “We won’t.” Adrian answered the thought from behind Marc, keeping his distance. It had only been a few days since Marc’s return. Adrian’s bruises were still bright, condemning. He had been released from the medical tent last night, wrapped in a blanket and wearing paper slippers. As he’d gone to his own canvas, alone, Adrian had vowed to survive. Angela had given him work and he would do it. He hadn’t expected her plans to include him.


    Neither had Marc. “What do you need?!” He hated it that Adrian’s heart attack had interrupted his plans for their former leader. The need to punish this man hadn’t faded after hitting him a few times. In fact, it was stronger.


    Adrian’s lips thinned into a hard line as he waited for Marc to look at him. When he finally did, Adrian grinned happily through the healing wounds on his mouth. “I’m supposed to distract you for a minute.”


    Marc scowled, fists clenching. “From what?”


    Behind him, a loud cheer and clapping echoed.


    “From that.” Adrian waited calmly for Marc’s reaction. He would push the wolfman now, while he could, and enjoy every second of it.


    Marc turned around to see a line of rookies clumsily rolling and firing. None of them did it through the entire course, but the trainer clearly had. “Did she ask you to do it?”


    “It was on my list.” Adrian chuckled bitterly. “And it wasn’t a request.”


    Soothed on that front, Marc shrugged. “Tell her you were successful. I missed it.”


    “She meant in a way that you wouldn’t ride her ass about it later.”


    “Then you didn’t do so well.”


    “Yeah.” Adrian smirked, lifting the collar of his Eagle jacket. “Sorry about that.” He moved away with a satisfied step.


    Marc let him go. Whatever plans their former leader had, he was ready for it. Marc pretended he hadn’t noticed the loud cheer as he studied his mate.


    “Wait. Do a press check.” Angela pulled her own weapon and demonstrated to a different rookie, Kip, in the group she was instructing. “Pull it back a little and make sure there’s a round chambered. You’ll stop popping shells all over the place.”


    Marc appeared to be concentrating on their perimeter, but he was narrowed in on Angela’s graying hair and her flushed, scarred skin. He wanted some alone time.


    Will you waste it scolding her?


    Marc smiled at his demon’s query. “Maybe. She’s reckless.”


    The witch has her under control.


    Marc actually laughed aloud and drew attention from those closest. He waved them on as he went back to his mental conversation. No one has my Angie under control.


    Sounds like you approve. That didn’t used to be the case.


    Marc’s good humor faded instantly. I understand why now. How can any of us hold all this inside and not be wild? I had my time in the Corps. She’s having hers here.


    Dangerous for your child.


    Marc stopped responding.


    The demon faded. Marc hadn’t asked yet about Adrian’s words on Angela’s health, but he would. The demon could feel it coming.


    Marc continued his rounds, pointing his mind toward the bigger picture. He didn’t have time to stress over the baby. He had hundreds of souls that needed care. All the groups he’d fought with had come and then more. Their families and friends were pouring in.


    “Until yesterday, anyway.” Marc frowned, thinking about the silent radio. They’d assumed the government would shut down communications, but he hadn’t expected it so soon.


    One of the Eagles is a Ham man. He’ll be able to verify it, the demon offered.


    Marc allowed his thoughts to flow as he moved by the mess. It was full, like usual. When people weren’t eating, they gathered to draw strength and compare new feats. If he could get them to show that type of bonding during training, they might have a chance, but these men and women all had their own ways of doing things. Getting them to cooperate or compromise was beyond hard. The number of fights kept growing.


    They’re scared, the demon said.


    “So am I.”


    Good. You’ll survive.


    Angela’s snarl floated over the camp, drawing his attention for a moment. The sound was enough to speed up his heart. “So will she. So will this camp. I’ll find a way.”


    The demon didn’t argue. He hadn’t found a way and neither had Angela’s witch, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one.  He was spending a lot of time searching for anything that might help. He wouldn’t give up until the last second, but then he and the witch had their own plans to follow. Marc and Angela might be willing to give their lives in this freedom fight, but both the witch and the demon had agreed that even an existence in captivity was better than being forced out. Searching the world for another compatible person might take decades now, if it happened at all. Their current hosts had to live.
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    “Here’s your schedule for today.” Kenn handed the paper to Kendle as she stood in line for the bathroom.


    Kendle read it with a scowl. She hadn’t expected one of those all-important envelopes, and one hadn’t been delivered. “I’m not a cook.”


    “You’re an eater, right?” Kenn was low on patience. “Pull your weight.”


    “Fuck you!”


    Kenn shrugged, eyeing Tonya, who was in line nearby at the showers. “If you think that’ll help your attitude.”


    Kendle didn’t want to laugh and managed not to. “Tell her I’m not doing it.”


    “You tell her!” Kenn shouted, losing his patience. “Where the hell did Marc find you?!”


    “Standing on her husband’s grave.” Marc came up behind them. He’d just left the bathroom that Kendle was in line for. “Have some sympathy. She survived being eaten alive. Could you?”


    Kenn blanched. He thought to offer compassion, but Kendle was already storming away. Kenn trailed her, thinking he should probably apologize or Angela might make him pay for it later. Kenn followed the castaway around the rear of the bathrooms and into the main camp. What is she doing?


    It took Kenn a minute to figure out that she was stalking someone. When he saw who it was, the Marine quickly caught up.


    “Not a good idea.” Kenn slowed Kendle down with a firm hand on her arm. Angela was out here, with her gun in hand!


    Too late, Marc warned from ahead of them. He didn’t return for the fight that Kenn was sure was coming. Marc knew better. Kendle wasn’t stupid, just obsessed.


    Kenn let go of her arm as he realized the two women were now face-to-face. Angela had answered the challenge in Kendle’s thoughts.


    “Be careful,” Kenn warned.


    Angela was staring with crimson orbs, promising silently that she was capable of everything Kendle had already suffered and more.


    “Fine!” Kendle snapped, detouring for the mess instead of tracking Marc.


    Kenn gave Angela an exasperated glower before heading after Kendle. Angela knew Kendle had to be babysat and so far, that’s all Kenn had been given to do. His envelope was full of other papers, though. He had no doubt that Angie would endanger his life as soon as she could. Before, he would have resented this first chore, but with Angela set to send everyone into flames, he would accept any easy duty she wanted to hand him. Her level of chaos was beyond normal, even for the military. He’d been talking with the surviving men who’d fought alongside Marc and the consensus was that their Ghost was invincible, lethal. These same awed men, upon meeting Angela, had immediately given her the name Wendigo. Atolius had later told Kenn it meant The Evil that Devours.


    Her inside voice must be absolute evil, Kenn thought. His days of crossing her were certainly over. Anyone who tried had better watch their six.
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    “There’s too many of them here.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You know.”


    “Yeah, I guess I do.”


    The conversation between two non-Eagles had gained attention, but neither man noticed. They were leaning against the rear of a semi instead of unloading the supplies from it.


    “It doesn’t feel as if we’re fighting for America. It’s like those freaks are the new government.”


    “I think so, too, but most of the camp feels we won’t win without them.”


    “Probably won’t win either way.”


    The Eagles on sentry duty nearby listened to the words with anger. There wasn’t anyone else on this chore. The bitter camp men, who thought they were alone, weren’t censoring their words.


    “Some are leaving again.”


    “Normal. People get scared. They’ll return if we win.”


    “So, you are staying?”


    “Yes. Freaks aside, the government has to go and I’m not so stupid that I think we can win without magic.”


    “And if we do win?”


    “I’d say we’ll have a private meeting and then the freaks won’t be in charge here anymore.”


    The Eagles had heard enough. They left their posts, drawing the attention of the snipers, who covered it as soon as they realized the threat was inside their gates.


    Aware of the conversation–he’d been tracking it–Marc didn’t stop the beating, nor did he interfere with the violent ejections through Safe Haven’s front gate with just the clothes on their backs. Traitors and assassins weren’t welcome here.


    Marc did understand why the descendants were considered so strange, how it was making the camp members uncomfortable and a bit jealous. He sympathized. He had been on that end of it before facing who he really was. They would eventually come to the same realizations. Magic was in every soul. It was finding the door to access it that was a bitch.


    “She won’t like that. She says they have a right to question their leaders.”


    “Make sure she knows that I disagree.” Marc looked over at Kyle with cool detachment. “You are her spy now, right?”


    Disheartened, Kyle finished pulling on his gloves and turned for the target area, for Angela. “I’m not your enemy, Marc.”


    “You’re not my friend, either! If you were, Adrian would be dead!”


    Shocked, Kyle rotated to protest, but Marc had vanished.


    Kyle snorted angrily and continued on to Angela. He reported the loss of two more men quickly and left, not waiting to witness another part of what Adrian wanted. Their former leader hoped to keep Marc and Angie at each other’s throats. That would distract Marc and get him killed, and then Adrian could gradually bring her back. It was the secret plan of every man with a serious rival, but thanks to the apocalypse, Adrian was now able to live it. Marc was right. Killing him is the only solution.


    Nearby, Angela’s anger lashed out in a sharp blast.


    Kyle screamed as pain flared brightly along his spine. His knees crumbled and he hit the dirt with a gasp as the fire increased.


    “Angie!” Marc grabbed her by a scarred shoulder. Her eyes were roiling flames.


    “Adrian is not to be killed.”


    The tone was without compromise, chilling in its rabid need.


    “I’m trying not to plan it,” Marc gave in slowly. “I really am.”


    The radio cracked, interrupting the tense moment. “Friendlies at the front gate.”


    Angela jerked away, ignoring Kyle’s flinch as she stormed by. He was slowly recovering, but the mental pain hadn’t faded completely.


    Marc helped Kyle to his feet. “I’m sorry.”


    “So am I.” Kyle took a deep breath as Angela got out of sight and the fire subsided from his spine. “The clear shot was there more than once.”


    “Why didn’t you?” Marc asked curiously.


    “Because she loves him and we need her.”


    It was something Marc had already faced. “We can’t plot against her. She gets cranky.”


    Kyle wasn’t amused. “She shouldn’t have done it so openly. The herd is already spooked.”


    “Yes.” Marc’s tone dropped into low warning. “The enemy is coming. She’s trying to spook you. She wants everyone angry, ready to fight.”


    Kyle considered his own feelings now and gave a curt nod. “That’ll do it.”


    Marc didn’t think anger would matter in the end. The levels of manipulations going on here were well above anything Adrian had been doing, but it wouldn’t be enough. “One face for the world and another for yourself.”


    Marc went to check the rear gate. During any chaos, members would now be able to get to whatever exit was the nearest to them, instead of crushing each other to get through a single funnel. The sirens wailing was Angela’s deadline for backing out of the chores she’d assigned in those dreaded envelopes, and Marc thought it was more than fair. She was giving them every chance to escape the coming bloodbath. He respected her for it, even as he mourned losing the men and women who were choosing not to fight or stay.


    “Nothing’s the same now,” was the most common reason. Marc understood. They’d delayed the monthly meetings, camp meetings, daily schedules, level tests, adoptions, underage couple interviews, and runs out of camp for gathering supplies. It was time to hunker down and finish this job before nature unleashed her winter fury on them. If snow came before the battle, they would definitely lose.


    Marc noted the newest group coming in to visit and detoured that way, though he wasn’t worried over having problems. He simply wanted to see how Angela was doing with their Indian guests. She hadn’t protested their presence here, but he thought maybe she didn’t like it, just the same. He was still looking for clues as to why.
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    “Please tell him I’m not mad.”


    Red Stone shrugged. “Our ways are clear. He must make amends for the curse to be lifted.”


    The Indian leaders of the camps around them were coming here daily to visit Marc, with many of the braves walking through Safe Haven’s gates as if they were members. It was easy to see they weren’t, though. The natives were still nearly naked and enjoying the brisk wind, while Safe Haven had made the switch to heavier coats and gloves. A change of season was on the way. When the wind ran down the cliffs, it felt like a cold spell might be coming. Angela was counting on it holding until her plan was done, but even if it buried them all in feet of early powder, the war couldn’t be halted now.


    Angela stared at Atolius with a calm expression, but inside, she was annoyed. The Indian had let it slip about Marc and Kendle, and now thought she had cursed him. Like he’d be standing there, only sweating, if I’d cursed him.


    The witch inside cackled at Angela’s quip.


    Red Stone extended the small pouch again.


    Angela impatiently reached out for it this time, bumping his hand.


    The peace offering flew into the air and hit Stanley, their clumsy medic who was taking a shift on gate duty.


    Stanley, completely unaware, fumbled the pouch and tripped backwards, arms flailing. He landed against the gun rack, knocking it over to send firearms scattering.


    The clumsy medic immediately scrambled to grab the weapons, fingers carelessly curling around triggers.


    “Get down!”


    “Those are Glocks! No safeties!”


    Too late to avoid it, a recoil from one of the guns firing knocked Stanley over. He rolled down the small cliff, losing the entire armload.


    Stray rounds slammed into the ground, the gate, and the tree above them, but didn’t injure anyone.


    It was the brittle tree branch snapping that caused damage as it dropped to the ground in front of Atolius. A shower of splinters and dirt swept the shocked Indian.


    “What is wrong with you?!” Atolius shouted at Angela in angry fear. “You didn’t even consider my gift!”


    A second branch creaked above him in warning as it let go. Atolius fled through Safe Haven’s gates.


    Red Stone, unable to keep his stoic façade, burst into laughter, joining everyone else.


    Even Angela’s laugh was genuine. For one second, all was right with the world again.


    Watching from a short distance away, Marc waved Shawn to cover Stanley’s post and then continued on his rounds, shaking his head. They kept the guns by the gate ready to go in case of attack. He would now consider changing that or banning Stanley from being near them. He wasn’t sure which would be harder.


    Marc spotted Dog sitting behind the shower camper that was out of rotation for refilling and joined the guard on the area with a frown. “Again?”


    Daryl shrugged, straight faced. “He’s washing her hair, boss.”


    Marc caught flashes of what Daryl had seen through the window and groaned. “That’s, uh…some hair.”


    “Yeah.” Daryl laughed. “I thought so. When he gets to the next area, I’ll notify you.”


    Marc thought when Charlie went beyond staring at Tracy’s body, the entire camp would know. Teenagers weren’t good at hiding things like that.


    Marc waited as Daryl went to the camper door and jerked it open, as he was prone to do with any of the underage couples. It would appear as though he’d ordered it and was making sure that even his own son was following the rules.


    Daryl came out with a blank face and a no problems motion, but Marc caught the images and sighed. He should go in and scold them, but this was the last day that everyone would all be together and he agreed with Daryl’s thoughts of let them have the good moment while there was still time for it.


    Marc kept walking toward the rear gate. Charlie was sure about what he wanted and Tracy wasn’t going to protest. Time would test their feelings soon enough.


    Before Marc got to the rear gate, Cynthia and Jennifer fell in on either side of him. Marc didn’t say anything. He was fairly sure he knew what they wanted and why, but going against Angie wasn’t something he was prepared to do over their roles in her plan. The females had agreed. He wouldn’t provide a pass.


    Jennifer gave Cynthia a nod, telling her to start.


    Suddenly terrified of being the one to ruin it all, Cynthia lost her nerve.


    Marc continued toward the sentry on the rear gate. “Keep working on that nerve, Ladies. You’ll need it.”


    Cynthia and Jennifer exchanged a worried glance as they waited for him to do his check in.


    “Things are quiet.” Jeff surveyed a small shadow in the distance. He’d seen it move once, but that was enough to have him on edge. “Not still, though.”


    Marc narrowed in on the spot and almost immediately began scowling. “Have more dust put down around the perimeter and get your crew on standby with rifles. We’re going to have company on the ground.”


    Jeff scowled as he hit his radio. “Snakes again. Perimeter team two, report to the rear gate.”


    A slight flurry of activity ran through the camp as members were moved away from the danger and fighters lined up to handle the reptiles by hand if it became necessary.


    Marc hung back, watching Jeff lead the team to the top of the wall. The ladders weren’t always a good idea, but they worked well for keeping vermin away from the holes in the gate. The shooter stood on the top and had a clear advantage.


    Pop! Pop! Pop!


    The small team fired in steady blasts that sent tension over the camp and clouds of dust into the chilly breeze.


    The minor threat was quickly taken care of.


    Marc waited for Jeff to climb down. “We’re being jammed, right?”


    “Yep. But she’s got it covered.”


    Realizing Jeff knew that part of the plan, Marc got an update. “It’s all buried and ready?”


    “Yeah. She got it going as soon as she chose this location. A couple of the cords were ripped apart during the camp set up, but we fixed it after the sheep went to sleep.” Jeff glanced at a lumpy spot in the dirt near them. “Everything we need to roll it out is under there. Got those all over the place.”


    “How long from the second she calls it?”


    “Five minutes, maybe a little more or less, depending on the chaos.” That was the best they could do for communications.


    Marc gave Jeff a pointed look. “What else does she have you on?”


    The Eagle grinned. “Just the stuff I’ve waited my entire life to play with.”


    “Yeah, she likes to give us toys. More than Adrian did.”


    Jeff’s face clouded over, but he didn’t lower his voice. “I’ll handle that for you. In a permanent way.”


    Marc was a little surprised and more than pleased. He’d thought Jeff would need to be converted. “I might want that at some point.”


    “I certainly would.” Jeff shrugged, turning back to his post. “You say the word and I’ll go off for a while.”


    For Jeff, the thought of being alone in the woods was a good one. Being in camp, around Crista and the other pregnant women, was making him uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure why exactly, and a mission from Marc would give him some time to think. So far, all he’d done was stare at the ground while avoiding everyone, including Crista. She’d moved into the community tent yesterday, unable to take his silence. Jeff wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. He also hadn’t heard that voice in his mind again and was glad. He had liked his new life the way it was and there were too many changes taking place at once for him to adjust.


    Marc fought to keep Jeff’s offer from his thoughts as he turned and found Angela walking across the camp. Near to where he was, he had little doubt that she could have heard. He had to hope she’d been distracted. Dog was walking near her ankle. The way she was glancing down told him they were having a conversation. Marc was only a little relieved. At some point, she would have to face the fact that Adrian was not a good man. Once that happened, she might kill him herself. If she didn’t, that’s when Marc would worry, though the Eagles might do the job anyway. Marc was still being surprised by men who were quietly declaring their loyalty to him, like Jeff. The change in leadership had gone as smoothly as Angie had predicted.


    Jennifer had used the time to gather her nerve. She stepped in front of Marc and leaned close, whispering.


    When she finished, she took Cynthia by the arm and left him standing there with waves of anger radiating from his stiff frame.


    “You told him?”


    Jennifer nodded, steering Cynthia toward the workout tent. Kevin had gone in there half an hour ago. “Yes, but only what we agreed on.”


    “Okay.” Cynthia sighed. “I hope he can help her. She’ll follow through. He has to know that.”


    “Yes. He also knows we all fall if she dies. Marc will handle it.”


    Jennifer joined Millie at the center table, cooing at her baby. The humiliated medic-in-training, Stanley, was now helping Peggy look after little Autumn while Jennifer worked this guard shift with Kyle. He’d sent her on a break and she wanted to spend it with her daughter. In a few days, she and her baby would be parted, maybe forever. The thought was nearly unbearable.


    Jennifer glanced toward the top of the mountain, studying the foreign clouds overhead. Ugly times were rushing toward them and it was too late to hide. All they could do now was stand and fight. Jennifer intended to give her all. Morals and ethics would be set aside this one time to bring peace. That was the only thing worth all this death and destruction to Jennifer. She said goodbye to her baby silently, refusing to cry. That time was also behind her.

  




  
    
​Chapter Two



    Cold Winds


     


     


     


    1


    “I gave you a job to do. Why isn’t it rolling yet?”


    Kenn flinched, turning to see Marc. Instead of submitting to the scold, he scowled. “You don’t know what she’s like!”


    Marc chuckled. “Don’t I?”


    “I mean it. She does what you want, but everyone else has to fight with her. She isn’t Angela.”


    “Yeah.” If she had been, he might have been tempted. Once he got over the scars, Kendle had a nice body and a lot of heat to keep a man warm at night.


    “Adrian isn’t helping me.”


    Kenn’s complaint surprised Marc.


    “He says to leave her alone and let her settle in, so go argue with him.”


    Marc could have growled or threatened, or even hit. “Okay.”


    As he left, Kenn stared worriedly, not sure what he should do. Marc and Angela were running things, but Adrian had experience with battered women.


     


    Marc was thinking the same thing. If Adrian thought Kendle needed more time to adjust, he would leave it alone, but he had her under guard. She wasn’t in control and being here, where there was no blood spilling, was rough on her. Marc had wanted to spend more time drilling his wishes concerning Adrian into Kenn, but a slender figure subtly dropping out of sight drew his attention. Marc headed for the livestock tent in concern.


     


     


    2


    Angela paused behind a pile of fat boulders, trying to calm her stomach. She’d been walking by the tents they used for protection while butchering and the smells had been too much to take.


    Angela heaved noisily into the weeds, bringing up nothing. It seemed like it wasn’t ever going to stop.


    By the time it did, she was aware of not being alone anymore.


    She wiped her face on the hoodie she was wearing, then unzipped it and dropped it on the ground. When she was handed a bottle of water, she rinsed and drank until it was empty.


    “He’s going to figure it out. Tell him and let him try to help you. Or let me.”


    Angela doubled over as a sharp pain hit.


    The witch came forward to sooth the muscles. Easy.


    When she looked up, Adrian had seated himself on a large boulder and was chewing on a long blade of grass. He stared at her with a thoughtful expression and dangerously dark eyes.


    Angela felt his power swirling over her, ready to give her what she needed, but he stopped before making contact.


    Angela had tensed to tolerate it; she glowered.


    Adrian let his energy slide across hers and pulled it back. “Ask me.”


    Angela’s rage flew out.


    Adrian found himself on the ground. When he stood up, she was out of sight.


    Adrian chuckled. He loved her spirit, loved pushing her to be stronger than she thought she could. Having a child was hard and she wasn’t a teenager this time, though he was sure she hadn’t had it easy then either. He wondered if she’d ever talked about it and decided it was unlikely. She was doing it all on her own, like she had been after the war and like she probably had been all her life. And there was no way she would tell him anything. Marc would have to grow the balls to dig it out of her.


    “What is she hiding?”


    Adrian turned to spot Marc standing inside the butchering tent. There was a slit cut in the canvas next to him–a quick exit point.


    “The truth you’re too scared to ask for.”


    “Tell me.”


    Adrian had been waiting for this moment. “I suspect she had trouble the first time around, with Charlie. Something went wrong. I think she would have been told she shouldn’t have more kids. Maybe she was told that.”


    Marc’s stomach dropped into his feet. “How can you know that?”


    “How can you not? She knows too much about birthing to be avoiding her checkup with the doctor. She’s not eating well. I’m guessing her sleep is restless and she…” Adrian glanced away, not ready to be hit again. “She never smiles anymore, not the real ones.”


    Marc had noticed all of those things and others. She was quick to snap and slow to offer encouragement. He’d assumed she was preparing everyone for the ugliness she expected this fight to result in, but she wasn’t spending bonding time with anyone. Even the sex was distracted. He’d barely been able to get her there.


    Adrian winced at that image, but still devoured the sights and sounds of the memory in Marc’s mind. Any time with Angela would be incredible. The wolfman was a fool.


    “I may be a fool, but at least I’m not a Jody!” Marc went straight toward the medical area, mentally going over the questions he had. He wanted to talk to Angela about it, but she would deny anything that interfered with her battle plans. He wanted a professional opinion before confronting her.


    Marc ducked into the medical canvas, but stopped when he spotted Angela talking quietly with the doctor. He waited for her to notice him. He was relieved when she waved him over instead of acting secretive.


    Angela rested against Marc’s warmth as he wrapped his arm around her. “He’s going to give me an exam and make sure things are okay. Will you stay?”


    “Sure.” Marc leered. “Can I help? I am familiar with that area.”


    Angela snorted.


    Even the sour-faced doctor snickered. “Here’s your gown. Please get changed and get on the table.”


    Angela felt a sudden sob burn her throat. “I miss John.”


    “Me too.” Marc understood. It didn’t help that she’d recently been reading John’s personal notebooks and papers from his tent. A fast death compared to the lingering one from cancer that many of their sheep were still suffering was preferable, but it didn’t make the aftermath any less emotional. It had been almost two months, but the pain was still fresh. Marc glared at the new doctor. “We use the recliner and real sheets.”


    The doctor huffed. “That is incredibly inconvenient to the physician and unsanitary.”


    Marc stared in cold contemplation. “You know, Doctor, we don’t have a place for anyone who can’t follow our rules and ways. That includes important people, like healers. I’ll have someone come for you after mess. We’ll let you get a hot meal first.”


    Marc steered Angela out of the tent, ignoring the doctor’s angry protests.


    “We need him.” Angela signed resignedly. “It’s why I’ve allowed it.”


    “No more,” Marc stated, loud enough to be overheard. “They live here under our care. They can follow or go.”


    Angela gave in, allowing Marc to handle this one on his own.


    Marc led her to the rear tents that wouldn’t be up much longer and directed her in to Hilda, who was sitting at a small table as if she’d known they were coming. Marc hadn’t sought the information yet, but he’d always known the sources Adrian used.


    Angela sank down in the padded seat as Marc leaned over and whispered a few words to the German. Angela had assumed Marc wanted her to visit the real doctor, but she’d been tempted to ask Hilda to midwife for her. It was a relief to know they could agree on this.


    Hilda shrugged in response to Marc’s query. “Don’t need to pass word. When they see she’s here, they’ll follow.”


    Marc was satisfied. The new doctor would lose half his patients and suffer the outcast status for a while. He would either come around or be left behind, and Marc wasn’t sorry. Here, you were either one of the team or you fended for yourself outside the fence. No one was too important.


    Angela wasn’t sure that she agreed, but she suspected this lesson would teach the new doctor to get to know his patients, as any good family physician should. Hurtful or not, it was part of the job to bond with them as people, not just paychecks.


    Marc stayed with Angela while Hilda checked her out. While she worked, Hilda told them of the midwifing she’d done. She didn’t say it had been done in another camp, a lifetime ago, but they knew. She’d been forced to hold those females hostage, but she’d cared for them too or those women wouldn’t have survived to give birth. They would have had their baby slit from their guts as soon as they began to show.


    Hilda also reminded them to keep the doctor’s students happy, so that they would stay in Safe Haven. Hilda’s age wouldn’t allow for this type of work much longer than John’s illness would have.


     


    After the exam, Hilda went outside with Marc while Angela dressed. They both knew she could hear them, but it was easier to pretend they were alone than to talk in front of the witch right now.


    “Well?”


    Hilda’s face was grave. “Things are twisted. She’ll need a caesarian section. If…”


    Marc paled. “If, what?”


    “If she makes it to term.” Hilda lowered her voice, though she knew it wouldn’t do any good. “I would not give you odds on that.”


    “Why not?” Marc demanded. They would cut the baby free when the time came. What else was there?


    “I told you. Things are twisted, injuries that healed incorrectly. When she begins to stretch, there will be problems.”


    Marc’s mind went straight to Kenn, but Hilda’s next words eased that fury.


    “Many women are tilted, but in her case, the doctor made a mistake. I have seen it happen.”


    Marc’s face was thunderous. “And they didn’t tell her.”


    “I’d guess that she knew anyway.”


    Marc was suddenly terrified. “What can I do?”


    “Pray?” Hilda shrugged at his upset expression. “Miracles do still happen, especially now.”


    Marc didn’t answer. He was busy mentally calling for his demon. Hilda and the doctor might be limited, but he wasn’t.


    What have you got?


    The demon hated to answer. You won’t like it.


    Marc braced. Tell me anyway.
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    Kendle spotted Adrian moving through the sparse trees in the rear of camp, weaving lightly. He looked rough. Sighing heavily, she left the tray of freshly harvested green beans she was supposed to be snapping and bagging. During the last few days, she’d discovered things about Adrian and Safe Haven. They weren’t observations that she could share with anyone, but seeing his stop, his pause in obvious discomfort, she found pity for him anyway. He wasn’t a good man, despite what some of the people here thought, but he also wasn’t evil.


    “He’s just a man. They expected him to be perfect.”


    Adrian heard steps behind him, but he was busy fighting the heaviness in his chest. He’d gone for a fast trot around the fence and the dizziness had forced him to find a private place for recovery.


    Kendle took a seat on a big boulder next to him, staying silent. She wouldn’t have known what to say even if she’d been a member of this camp all along. The things he’d done, the rumors circling the Eagles, were nothing short of criminal. Most of the men thought Marc had plans to take Adrian out on a run and put a bullet into his brain.


    “He’ll use his hands.” Adrian barked a laugh. “Bullets are too valuable to waste on a Jody.”


    “He actually prefers a knife.” Kendle’s voice was toneless. She was getting used to being around others like herself, but slowly.


    “Yeah.”


    “Are you scared of him? ‘Cause you should be. He loathes you.”


    Adrian slowly straightened, but didn’t look at her as he answered. “The only thing I fear is already being held over my head.”


    “The camp being told what you’ve done?”


    Adrian snorted. “Like I care now.”


    That response, the incredible heartbreak, gave the needed clue for Kendle to make the connection. “Banishment. Being away from her.”


    Adrian didn’t answer verbally, but Kendle heard him thinking death was preferable. “Marc will give you that.”


    “So you’ve said. Why are you here?”


    Kendle sighed restlessly. “I have no idea why I’m here at all. None.”


    Adrian saw her distant stare, the tears she wouldn’t let anyone know that she shed each night, and felt his own misery ease off a bit. “Are you okay? She does want you to fit in here and–”


    “And find a man!” Kendle finished angrily. “Stop it.”


    “Okay.”


    “I’m fine. Thanks!” Each word was nearly a growl.


    Adrian felt an honest grin stretch his lips. “You are a bitch, aren’t you?”


    Not insulted, Kendle bobbed her head. “Of course. And you?”


    Adrian’s amusement faded. “I’m a sorry son of a bitch.”


    “See?” Kendle snickered this time. “Just be honest. It works for you.”


    “No,” Adrian denied quietly. “It never has.” He turned to go and stumbled a bit as the dizziness returned, stronger.


    “You shouldn’t have tried it yet.” Kendle slipped a stiff arm around his waist as he began to shake. “More idiots now than before the war.” Against his protests, she led him to his tent on the outskirts of camp. “Come on. Take a snooze.”


    Adrian stopped arguing and tried to pretend he didn’t need her help. He tossed an arm around her shoulders instead and tugged her closer. “Thanks.”


    Kendle shuddered at the manhandling and dug her fingers into his hip until her nails were able to rake skin even through the shirt. Her other hand tightened on the gun in her holster.


    “Easy... I’m not him.”


    Kendle pulled the rage in as best she could to tolerate the closeness. Being touched without a warning was enough to send her into a bloody fury.


    “I understand, a little.” Adrian had avoided her mental state during the times Angela had scheduled them together. It was ironic that they had today free from each other and yet here they were.


    “About what?” Kendle faked understanding, trying to avoid this conversation.


    “Why you need to kill to get a release.”


    Kendle paled a bit at hearing it aloud, but she didn’t deny it. “So do I. I’m killing him again and again.”


    “A lot of the women here feel that way. It’s why females in the Eagles had to happen. If not, women might have become dangerous.”


    Kendle stopped, shrugging his arm off. “Don’t you understand that we already are? Men, in control just because they are men, is a myth. We’ve allowed it, but at some point, we’re going to make a different choice and slaughter your gender. You’ll go in the first few waves.” She left him standing there with a thoughtful expression on his face.


    Kendle didn’t care why. All she could see was a future where women ruled and men served. It was her dream now, along with blood. She hoped she lived long enough to witness that shift in power. Males didn’t understand how often women had reconsidered their choice to be subservient. Now that the war had done so much damage to the world, it would be an easy repeal if they ever got together and voted on it. No mistakes that a woman-ruled world could ever make would be as bad as what the males had done during their centuries of terror.
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    Cynthia was relieved to discover the main room of the workout tent abandoned. The Eagles were busy loading and training outdoors with the new hit-and-run styles that Marc had introduced upon his return. They were trying to get the basics down before everyone left for their missions.


    Cynthia dropped down on the weight bench with a low grunt, hoping the morning mess bell now ringing would also keep people occupied. She needed the peace.


    The lifting weight limit for her was too strict as far as Cynthia was concerned, but she didn’t push it as she worked out. She wasn’t going to do anything to risk her child’s life. At least, no more than she had to for them to survive. Angela’s chore was ugly enough to cost both of their lives if she screwed up or something unexpected went wrong, but it was a risk that everyone was taking.


    “Can I join you?”


    Cynthia didn’t growl at the primped rookie Eagle who had just come in. “I’m not good company.”


    Kip didn’t take the hint, immediately choosing the bench next to hers instead of one of the other five scattered around the canvas.


    “That’s okay.” Cynthia’s Asian features were the center of every fantasy that Kip had ever had. “No sweat. I’ll talk for both of us.”


    Cynthia gritted her teeth and kept doing the repetitions without a change in expression, but the air in the tent grew chilly. She wanted to be alone.


    “So, I hear you like to read. Me too. Read a lot before the war.” Kip loaded too much weight for his 5’11”, 190 lb. frame onto the bar, and didn’t secure the disks tightly. He dropped heavily onto the bench, making the plastic fart. “Bet we like the same stories.”


    Kip began doing fast lifts that quickly had him breathing like a train and throwing off stale body odor.


    Cynthia ground her teeth harder and tried to concentrate. The temperature in the tent went down again, cooling her off despite the sweating.


    “I was thinking you and me are a lot alike. We should date or something.” Kip snatched a quick peek at his love interest and saw her nipples poking against the thin shirt and bra she had on. He lost his grip. The weights tilted, sliding the disks off the bar. They slammed to the floor with nerve-jarring clangs.


    “Damn it.” Trying to be cool, Kip spun up and off the bench, but he slammed into the metal brace for the bar.


    “Ug!” He slid to his knees. “Oh…” Kip felt around on his skull, whining, “That hurts! Why didn’t you warn me?”


    Cynthia’s breath streamed out in front of her as she blew anger through clenched teeth instead of screaming. She lifted the weights faster as he stumbled around collecting the pieces and grumbling. What an asshat.


    “I guess I’ll have to pay you back for that one.” Trying to carry too much at once, he lost his hold on the stack of heavy disks. They clanged to the floor again.


    Cynthia set her bar into place. Icy air blew across the tent and lifted the flap from the inside. “In exactly one minute, this tent will be ripped apart. You should leave.”


    Kip opened his mouth to protest.


    A gust of cold wind slammed into his face. It sucked his breath away and replaced it with painful, choked tears.


    Cynthia couldn’t have stopped even if she wanted to. The wind slammed down Kip’s throat until he was clutching his neck and gasping. His face filled with panic, face going bluish. Cynthia closed her lids in ecstasy. She’d never felt anything so amazing. It will kill him. I can kill him.


    The thought snapped Cynthia into a place of miserable guilt.


    Kip fell to the ground as the wind vanished. He lay there gasping and coughing, as she moved to his side.


    Cynthia knelt down, stung by the way he flinched, but she didn’t let that stop her from gently taking his hand. “Do you still want me and my dangerous child?”


    As he realized it was the baby, not her, Kip felt some of his anger fade. The fear however, had him cautiously shaking his head.


    “Good.” Cynthia smiled, patted his cold hand. “I’m sorry for what he did to you. I promise to talk to Angela about it and learn how to control him.”


    Soothed more, Kip rubbed at his throat and kept his mouth shut. Talking would feel like chewing broken glass.


    Cynthia leaned closer, face serene enough to make Kip think she was about to hug him. What she did was put her mouth against his neck and sniff him as if he were a buffet.


    When she drew back, Kip was shaking lightly, expression fearful.


    “You’ll tell them you gulped your entire mug of coffee while it was still hot. They’ll give you pain meds. You’ll spend a few days in your tent stoned and off work detail.” She stared hungrily at his neck, though she actually thought his smells might make her puke. “This didn’t happen. Because if it did, and you told on my child, I might have to do something about it. You can see that, right? I would have no choice.”


    Kip nodded jerkily, opening his mouth to swear he would never tell.


    Cynthia placed a finger across his lips.


    He froze in revulsion, very near panic.


    “Shhh. That coffee was hot. You better go visit the doctor.”


    Kip didn’t move until she did and then he was up and out of the tent before she could blink.


    Cynthia dropped back down onto the bench, ignoring the evidence in the tent and the feeling of being gaped at. She was too shocked by what she’d done.


    “That won’t work on everyone.”


    Cynthia found Kevin in the doorway of the large hay room. He’d clearly witnessed it all. They hadn’t spoken since Marc had delivered the news.


    Cynthia shrugged as if she wasn’t horrified at her tactics. “It will on his kind.”


    Kevin stayed where he was. “Don’t you think it was overkill?”


    “You can say that.” Cynthia’s voice was dazed.


    Kevin frowned. “What is it?”


    Cynthia slid a loving hand over her mostly still flat stomach. “My son.”


    Kevin felt the curls of jealousy and fear, but it also completed Cynthia for him. She’d been a fierce reporter. As a mother, she would be dangerous. It was admirable. And intimidating.


    Cynthia started to ask Kevin if he’d made a choice yet, but he was gone from the doorway. The sound of him hitting the bags in the large hay room echoed. Cynthia felt the chill wanting to return. She rubbed her stomach. “How about some food?”


    “If you wait a couple minutes, I’ll go along,” Kevin called, swinging out his anger and confusion as best he could.


    Cynthia, surprised, stayed sitting on the bench, listening to his sounds and trying to catch a hint of his smells. She wasn’t worried over Angela finding out. Her kind wouldn’t become deadly when they found out how powerful her baby already was. However, the sheep would become the wolves and tear her apart in their blind terror. She’d known that as soon as she’d felt Jennifer’s child express her anger at a hold that was too tight. Only a handful of people knew, thanks to careful babysitting and swift excuses, but something like this was a direct threat.


    The camp wouldn’t understand the babies had no other way to communicate yet. How Cynthia knew that was common sense. In a few months, when their brains were more developed, advanced communications might be possible, but for now, it was sleepy, angry, hungry, or content, and nothing else would pacify them until those needs were satisfied. It was exhausting. She had no idea how she was going to hold it all together, but if it was like this for her, what was it like for their leader, who had to be a rock at all times?


    Cynthia wouldn’t have traded places with Angela for anything. The stress, on top of this constant demanding and weariness, would be too much.
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    “You’re quiet these days.”


    Jennifer tore her gaze from the amazing mountain views around camp to gaze at Kyle with shuttered eyes. She didn’t like pretending things were fine when they weren’t. “I’m growing up these days.”


    Kyle didn’t argue. It was becoming harder and harder to think of her as a teenager.


    Jennifer flushed. “I know. You’re doing great.”


    Kyle grinned at the praise. He couldn’t help it. “You think?”


    “Yes. Especially at night.”


    Kyle swallowed at the quick, hot images. Just lying in the same tent, in the same bed, was enough to keep him… Kyle stopped the thought, reddening as she giggled. There was an edge of flirting between them now that was driving him crazy.


    Jennifer didn’t want to ruin the good mood, but she had to let him know part of her role in Angela’s plan. He wouldn’t like it, but orders were orders.


    Kyle felt the calm vanish and braced. “What is it?”


    “I’m supposed to work with Conner. Alone.”


    Kyle took that in as well as he could. “Does he scare you?”


    “All guys do, but I’m working through it. He’s just a boy.”


    “So why bring it up?” People were being thrown off teams for much less than what she’d just told him.


    “My orders said to tell you.”


    Kyle didn’t like the sound of that. “Did she say why?”


    “Yeah, she…uh…” Jennifer stared at the ground. “She said I may need help later and you’ll know where Conner is and be able to find me.”


    Kyle realized several things at once. The first was that Jennifer wasn’t scared, she was excited. The second was that Angela knew all of them too well. Her ability to predict their future choices was frightening. The third was that Angela was providing him and Jennifer a way out.


    “I don’t want it!” he growled, making her jump. “I don’t need a safety net.”


    Jennifer waited for him to calm down before delivering the rest of her message. “Angela also said the baby deserves a chance to live free, even if it is on the run. That’s why you’ll take the safety net she’s giving you. Her exact words.”


    Kyle’s anger and guilt fought a nasty battle, but in the end, he chose to keep the information to himself. He loved Autumn and wanted her to be happy, but if it would allow Jennifer to live, he would do it and honor be damned.


    Jennifer caught that and was relieved. Kyle knew he had to save the baby to have a future with her and that now meant two determined adults to look after Autumn. The baby was all Jennifer cared about. She was preparing herself to be hurt if it was needed, or even die. As long as Autumn got to live, it was enough. And if by some miracle they all survived, she was driving away from here, alone, and never looking back. She’d had enough of the ghosts, but she didn’t think it would come to that. She’d had the dream too many times to ignore it. She was supposed to die in this war, and Safe Haven would raise her daughter.


    “The herd is on the move.” Kyle didn’t smile at his joke. He could feel Jennifer stewing over the future.


    Jennifer saw three of the pregnant women advancing toward the mess and scanned for the others. She spotted Cynthia and Kevin emerging from the training tent, then Marc and Angela coming from behind a supply truck. Kenn and Tonya, appearing happy despite how hard Marc was working the Marine, fell in behind the couple as they came from the new doctor’s tent, where Tonya had just received her checkup. It was as if a bell had been rung. Two minutes later, every mother-to-be was under the awning of the mess, cackling and picking through the food left over from breakfast.


    Kyle wasn’t surprised when the cook and his two assistants rushed out with fresh bowls. Extra food was one of the first concessions that Marc had made to the basic camp rules. He wanted fat, healthy babies and that only happened from feeding the moms.


    “It’s a bit creepy.”


    “Agreed.” Jennifer laughed. “But it’s also sweet. It’s like the babies are…” Jennifer clammed up.


    Kyle frowned. “Don’t do that, Jenny. I know we’re different, but don’t shut me out. It’ll put walls up that I can’t get through.”


    Jennifer briefly considered telling him that she didn’t want him behind some of her walls, but she decided that wasn’t entirely true. She wanted to be able to be honest with him on everything. She just didn’t want his bad reactions. She didn’t know how to handle most of them. “It’s like the babies want a play date.”


    Kyle recognized the trust moment and was careful with his response. “That might raise some alarm in the sheep.”


    “I don’t like it when you call them that!” Jennifer snapped. “They’re our people.”


    Surprised, Kyle grinned at her. “Caught the bug, didn’t you?”


    “Yes. I love Safe Haven.”


    Kyle gently put an arm around her for a soft hug. “So do I.”


    “I’m taking it.” Jennifer drew in a breath. “We’re taking the safety net, Reece. You’re coming with me.”


    Kyle leaned down and placed a light kiss to her forehead. “Yes, ma’am.”


    Secure in what she’d needed from him, Jennifer placed a return kiss on his jaw as a reward for agreeing, and for being patient.


    Kyle froze, as he always did.


    Jennifer lingered, resting her head against his.


    Kyle felt peace and strength surround them, and gave up the act. He grinned like a fool. “You should insist on stuff more often, Jenny.”


    “Maybe I will.” She liked the feel of his arm, the smell of his aftershave. “I miss the stubble a bit. That first night, it made you seem…”


    “Dangerous?” Kyle supplied.


    “Yes, but more than that.” She hesitated, not sure how to explain.


    Kyle lifted a brow in amusement. “Sexy?”


    “Yes.”


    Kyle felt his day was getting better and better, and didn’t push. “Nice. You looked like hell.”


    Jennifer gasped.


    Kyle laughed aloud as she playfully slapped at him. This was all he’d ever wanted–someone to love who could at least care for him in return. He hadn’t planned to become obsessed with an abused teenager, but now that he had, Kyle wouldn’t trade it for anything. Before rescuing Jennifer, I was only faking life.
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    “Try to relax.”


    Kenn’s words drew a snort from both females. They were behind the main camp, using the naturally rough landscape and dreary weather to simulate bad sniper conditions.


    Kenn frowned. “You can’t pull the trigger when you’re tense. You’ll miss every single time.”


    Crista took in a breath and released it slowly, seeing her shot before she took it.


    “Now fire.”


    Crista jerked the trigger, but there was only a puff of dirt near the target as she missed again.


    “Next.” Kenn wondered how much skill Angela needed these two to have. Crista was good when she took her time and Samantha was good even when she was rushed, but neither was trained for doing this during combat.


    Sam gently pulled the trigger. She was pleased when her slug smacked into the balloon and popped it. They were saving the more powerful shells for the battle, but hitting a target hundreds of feet away was a big rush.


    “Good. Next.”


    Crista didn’t like being shown up. She hit the next two balloons without even trying.


    Sam responded in kind by hitting her next target dead center.


    Kenn settled down a bit. This was the first time he had worked directly with the snipers on Angela’s team. He hadn’t been expecting much.


    “Bump them to the next set.” Marc was passing by on his way to help Charlie’s team with their practice. Marc had refused the teenager’s demand to have Kenn as his running target. Their aim wouldn’t be as careful with someone they didn’t like.


    Kenn frowned. “Now or later?”


    “May not be a later.” Marc paused. That old feeling of trouble was everywhere he went today.


    “Tonight.” Angela joined them, leaning against his big arm. “Something’s close.”


    “Yeah.” Marc didn’t ask what it was or send his demon searching for it. From here on, this was Angela’s show. He had to be careful not to interfere with it.


    “I love you.”


    Marc glanced down in surprise. Not at the words, but the tone. It held an endless well of sadness. “You okay?”


    Angela shook her head, allowing him a tiny glimpse into the true feelings that she could share. “I’m damned after this, Marc. We all are.”


    Marc didn’t realize how much that would matter later as he slid an arm around her hip. “It’s worth it, right?”


    “Of course!” She’d forced cheer into her voice. There was a long time to go before the full truth could be revealed to everyone. She needed to cowboy up. “I have rounds.” She moved off toward the small row of tents where she had other teams working on their coming runs.


    Marc didn’t watch her, drawn into the session again as both sniper women began to protest the new distance for the next level, insisting their coming targets would be closer. “Does that matter? If you can hit it at 300 yards, you can definitely hit it at 100, right?”


    The females got his point and returned to their challenge.


    “Aim small.” Kenn appreciated the support from Marc, but he didn’t show it as he continued the lesson. “Account for the wind, the leaves, and even the spider web that might blow across right as you fire.”


    Samantha went first. Hard or not, she couldn’t wait to be doing this for real.


    Marc didn’t stay for the next shots, but he was positive the females would hit whatever they aimed at. Kenn didn’t understand how intent these women would become once the actual moment arrived to kill. Angela had chosen well.
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    Angela ducked into the tinkering tent, as Theo had dubbed it, and saw that their new partner had arrived. “Candy.”


    “Boss.”


    Theo held up a sheet of paper from the messy stack on the table. “These okay for her?”


    Angela read it, sensing a spark that she hadn’t seen before. That was good. “Yes. She can do all of that. Marc evaluated her yesterday.”


    “Great.” Theo blew out a sigh of nerves and excitement. “We’re all set then.”


    “Can I keep this?” Angela was sure they had another copy. Everyone was using carbon paper these days to be sure not to miss a single line of details.


    “Yep.” Theo glanced at Candy, who was sitting quietly, waiting to be told what to do. “Can I eval her? For my team?”


    Candy didn’t have the training her other females did. She’d come late to the party, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t work for her. Angela shrugged. “If it makes you feel better. I think she’ll be fine with you.”


    “No, I meant keeping her. We don’t have a female yet.”


    Angela stared in surprise, along with Candy. “What position?”


    “Lackey to start.” Theo passed over another sheet. “Eventually she’ll help us place things we don’t want seen. She has design experience.”


    The second page was observations on all the members of his team, plus Candy and a few others. “I am keeping this.”


    Theo grinned. “I thought you might find some of that useful.”


    “Why wasn’t all this included on the personal sheets?” Angela skimmed it and saw that Candy had designed websites for her business and had a degree in graphics. The next line was about Theo himself. “And why didn’t you tell us you speak four languages and have a minor in architecture?”


    “It wasn’t on the questionnaire when I joined.” Theo shrugged. “I’ve been a tool engineer for a decade. Didn’t think the other stuff mattered until recently.”


    “I’ll let you know about her position. Handle her as you see fit until then.” Angela tucked the papers into her pocket and ducked out of the canvas. After this was all over, she would revamp the Safe Haven personal information sheets. If Adrian had known Theo was so valuable, she was sure he would have given the engineer serious work long before the government had reemerged. Engineering was a prize during the apocalypse, but add architecture with it and that was someone who could actually build the future.


    Zack fell in with Angela as she came from the tinkering tent.


    She let him stay and she slid into the next canvas where Seth and Doug were at a table with the same messy stack of papers that Theo had been surrounded by. “Gentlemen, are we all set here?”


    “Almost.” Seth kept scribbling. “We’ve got it packed up except for the padding. I don’t have it on my list.”


    “You’ll see to that personally?” Angela was depending on it. The padding would save lives.


    Seth tried a little humor to ease her worry. “Right this minute, if you like.”


    “Yes, that would be good.”


    Seth frowned at the grim tone, but rose and did as she wanted.


    Angela waited until Seth was gone and then met Doug’s glare. The big man hadn’t been given an envelope and he was staring resentfully. “It’s not because you’re sick. You won’t accept that, I know, but time will prove it.”


    Doug didn’t respond.


    She left the tent. In a few days, the big man would understand why she’d put him with the camp for the fight. Until then, he would help with the thousand other chores she needed done. It was FND, for lying. Everyone now knew he had type II diabetes.


    Angela knew where Seth would go first and took herself there as well, aware of Zack still trailing her. Zack had opened his first order this morning and he had questions. His was one of the few envelopes that hadn’t been dated for Labor Day.


    Angela spotted Seth lingering outside the kids’ training tent, hoping for a moment with her even though Becky was busy working and he was supposed to be getting ready for a run to find the padding they needed. Angela took a paper from her notebook as she joined him.


    Seth straightened defensively, but Angela only handed him the sheet, not even casting a disapproving glare. He understood when he read it.


    I want the camp moved tonight. You’re overseeing it. Start right this minute. I already have a crew going for the padding.


    Seth hadn’t been given an envelope either. This was the reason why.


    Seth spun away from the training tent. He would see Becky in the morning, when he returned from escorting their people to the den. It was a job with too much honor and authority to allow anything to distract him. Seth was out of sight, then out of mind, a few minutes later.


    Angela was pleased with being able to predict Seth’s moves and moods. And I’m sorry for it. More guilt settled onto her shoulders.


    She stood straighter, balancing it. She’d discovered why Adrian had stopped to do this so often. There was always a new layer of weight being added.


     


     


    3


    Inside the kid’s training tent, Marc wasn’t happy. “What are you hiding from me?”


    All four teens went still and silent, tossing up even thicker mental blocks than they had already been using.


    “Let me guess. She gave you a job that I won’t like and then told you to keep it secret?” Marc snorted at the crumbling walls and shifting eyes. “Great.” He took the chair in the center of the tent and brought up his protective bubble. “Someone shoot me and do it now!”


    Shoulder-to-shoulder, all of the kids drew weapons and started pulling the trigger.


    Marc waited until all of them were empty before lowering his shield. Bullets clattered to the floor at his feet. “Jennifer, perfect.  Conner and Charlie, not bad, but a bit low. Becky?”


    The girl was staring at the gun in her hand.


    “Rebecca?”


    Becky’s head snapped up. She shrugged. “Got lost for a minute. What?”


    Marc pointed at the slug in the tent wall behind his head. “Is that yours?”


    She nodded resignedly. “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “I flinched at all the noise, even though we have the plugs in our ears.”


    “That makes you a frontline shooter.” Marc motioned them to reload. “If you’re in front of your team, you won’t hit any of them with a stray round.”


    Becky vowed to always do that. She only wanted to hurt the enemy.


    Marc got into the target position again and gestured. “Put the blindfolds on, one at a time. You’re following my sounds. Becky goes first. Everyone else, stay behind her.”


     


    Outside the tent, Angela sent the witch in to be sure that no one was wounded. The teenagers weren’t like her girls, who were making fewer mistakes now that they had a couple months of training under their belts. It would take time for these kids to show that progress. In the meantime, Marc would pass on important details that might save their lives when things went crazy.


    The kids knew what was coming. With their gifts, she wouldn’t have been able to keep their roles from them, so she’d told them shortly after they’d chosen Charlie as their team leader. Despite the youth and inexperience, all four of these teenagers were going to play vital roles in her plan and she would try to live with what came from it.


    Angela went to the final canvas in the widely spaced row and tapped on the flap. The men inside were working on under the table projects that had to be in place when the majority of the other envelopes were opened.


    “Hey, Boss.” Neil didn’t look up from the temperamental explosives he and Jeremy were packing for travel. “Almost set. We’re on the last box.”


    Angela stayed near the flap, aware of Shawn right outside. As her guard, he was ready to grab her and pull her to safety if something went wrong with the boxes.


    Neil tucked the plastic under the edge of the white block and slid the package into the anti-static bag.


    Jeremy took the brick from there and placed it in the thickly padded box. Neither man spoke.


    Angela left the warm tent, not wanting them to be the least bit rushed. She felt Shawn’s relief and flashed him an annoyed glance.


    Shawn shrugged, smiling wide enough to make his dimples show.


    Angela threw her hands up in exasperation. Men!


    Shawn chuckled, dropping back a bit as Jeremy and Neil came outside while their team loaded the boxes onto the truck that was also inside the wide tent. Angela hadn’t wanted anyone to see what this team was working on. They’d done a great job of deflecting the curious, even Kevin, who had pretended he was searching for Cynthia.


    Jeremy updated her. “It’s a go–on all of it.”


    “All three locations?”


    “Yes. Half a team is at each site to wait for the main group.” Neil didn’t like it that Angela had felt the need for three dens to keep their people safe. It implied two of those might be breached.


    “We cleared them yesterday and last night.” Jeremy smiled at her. “We’re all set.”


    “Good. Seth is in charge of the move.  You two will help him until it’s time to open your envelopes.”


    Both men nodded, stifling questions and protests. She hadn’t responded to anyone who had tried to get more information out of her.


    “In a few days you two will be here, with a lot on your minds. My plan is bigger and I see more. Follow your orders and things will all work out in the end.”


    “Can you swear that?” Neil knew it was connected to Samantha or they wouldn’t be getting this warning. “Can you swear we’ll be with her again?”


    “Yes, so long as everyone does their job.” Angela didn’t flinch at the new guilt layer. She had to have people like Samantha on the front lines, even if it cost their lives.


    Zack had been observing as she visited with each tent. He now had the answers to most of his questions. “I’m heading out.”


    Angela nodded. She’d let him figure it out for himself and he had. He wasn’t the only one being kept out of the main loop with a secret job. Most of the fighters wouldn’t like knowing Zack was wiring explosives into all three of the dens that she’d chosen. Zack and his team had already been busy since Marc returned and their days were only going to get longer.
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    He comes. Beware.


    Sam paused in the middle of twirling cold spaghetti onto her fork. She’d been enjoying the warmth of Dog curled on top of her boots, but that comfort was gone. She glanced around slowly, feeling an icy chill that screamed for attention.


    Who? she asked warily. Samantha hadn’t been communicating with that voice inside. She wasn’t sure of the rules or the etiquette.


    The enemy.


    Samantha found Angela at the next table and locked eyes with her, uncomfortable with the new gifts she’d been given. The visions were often ugly.


    Angela scanned her and then left the mess without a word to anyone.


    Samantha found Marc in her mind an instant later.


    Marc took in the blurry images with dismay and also left without speaking.


    Neither of them had told her to keep it quiet, so Samantha didn’t try to stop Jennifer and others from reading the danger. Instead of the panic and confusion that could have ensued, all of the females and their mates looked at Samantha, waiting for orders. Even Cynthia.


    Samantha felt the pride and the stress of making the choices, but the need to save whoever she could overwhelmed the other emotions. “He’s here. She’s right on the time. Go get your gear. While you’re alone, open the first envelope and get on it. The waiting is over.”


    Neil and Jeremy appeared at her side an instant later.


    Sam grinned sadly. “Wish there was time to get used to this.”


    Neither man knew what to say.


    Sam let them off the hook with a sharp tone and a big smile. “Snap to, Eagles!”


    Neil opened his mouth, maybe to question her real meaning, and Sam stopped him. “No. Let’s go spend a few minutes in our tent while I pack.” She headed that way before either of them could argue.


    The mess was deserted a minute later.


    A few seconds after that, the camp sirens began to blare.


     


    “There’s a storm coming. Take cover. I repeat, there’s a storm coming. Please proceed to your tent and open your first envelope. Camp will be rolled in according to the new directives. Be in your assigned place before evening mess. There is no backing out now, no backing down. We are going to reclaim our country and drive out the enemy. This is our land, our lives, and we will never surrender!”


     


    The prerecorded message from Angela repeated continuously for an hour.
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    Conner stayed still and silent as the camp rushed around, chattering and appearing scared. He didn’t care as much about that right now. He would do his part, and do it better than even Angela expected, but right now, he was focused on the couple lingering outside their tent. The pair didn’t know they were being observed, and that was how Conner wanted it. His dad had said he would help, if Conner had the patience to wait for the right time. So he was contenting himself with watching from a distance. He’d excused his behavior by saying he went for a walk every morning to help strengthen the leg that had been shot.


    Conner stopped breathing as a pair of Eagles came by, but they didn’t notice him and he was able to resume his stalking. He had a basic pattern now (find her, observe her and the guard that was always on her tent, then allow nature to take its course) and he moved into the final part in a daze. This was the time when he could be easily caught. The excitement sent blood rushing into his loins.


     


    Not far away, the vet spotted Conner hiding in the bushes and weeds, and scowled heavily at the scene, but he didn’t stop. He had somewhere to be. Angela hadn’t given him an envelope. He was supposed to be with the rest of the camp when it all went down, but the vet had other plans. If he was successful, Angela would be grateful enough to grant him favors later, when it mattered.


     


    Conner fell to his knees, breathing in hurried gasps that he tried to muffle with the sleeve of his jacket. As he knelt there, trying to recover, movement drew his attention. He watched the vet disappear into the thicker part of the woods. Did he see me?


    Conner hurriedly covered himself and got out of the area in case Chris told someone and Eagles came searching. The teenager didn’t wonder why the vet was sneaking out of camp, too concerned with his own infractions.


    Conner hurried to his tent to reread his first instructions, vaguely aware of birds fleeing the new noises and small animals running for dens.


    That’ll be us shortly.
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    “Look.”


    Sherman spotted the flock of upset birds that his right hand man was pointing at. “Finally!”


    The mercenary team leader pulled a radio from his kit, aware that the other men with him were packing their gear in quick, eager motions. They were always relieved when the waiting was over.


    Sherman clicked the mike in the code they’d chosen for this mission, breaking the static with calculated pauses of communication. If Safe Haven figured out what they were doing, they would switch to a different format. Sherman didn’t think they would need to. He and his team had performed this particular invasion many times. It always worked. All they’d been waiting for was a sign that Safe Haven was on the move. Command knew they wouldn’t stay out in the open for the fight. In the confusion of relocating so many people, Sherman and his team would have an opportunity to grab a few members of leadership.


    Sherman didn’t wait for a response. He slipped the radio onto the tool belt around his lean hips and began packing up his gear. They would be on their way within the hour. Dressed as Eagles, they wouldn’t be stopped.


     

  




  
    
​Chapter Four



    Do Your Duty!


     


     


     


    1


    “We’re almost there, sir.” The pilot hadn’t expected an answer, but he couldn’t stop a quick glance at his passenger. Jonathan had never transported anyone as deadly. The Butcher even appeared dangerous while sleeping. The pilot didn’t repeat himself. The stories about Major Donner implied he was always alert.


    The pilot checked his gauges, adjusting a bit for the stiff winds. He glanced through his left window, spotting one of the hundreds of battlefields that the descendants had left in their wake. The ground was charred, gaping, and even gone in some places.


    The pilot looked to the right and found Major Donner sitting there, staring at him. “Fuck me!”


    The Major grinned coolly. “I might, if you don’t pull up. Now.”


    The pilot jerked hard on the stick; the plane missed the looted water tower by a foot.


    “You’ll do.” Major Donner yawned. “How long?”


    The pilot swallowed his guts. “Five minutes, sir.”


    “Fine. Circle twice, then bring this bird down exactly where I tell you to.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The landscape was harsh and ugly in the morning glare, matching Major Donner’s countenance. His scars, crooked nose, and missing tooth were a warning of how dangerous he was, much like the land below. Only the smartest would survive here, or those with descendants watching out for them. Major Donner didn’t plan to underestimate his prey. The powers that be had reached desperation in their fight to capture the Safe Haven descendants. They’d finally sent in the best.


    Donner had cleaned out several pockets of their kind since the war, including one in Washington State that had earned him top-level security clearance. He’d spent the last four months in the north, cleaning. He was glad to be under American military rule again. The Canadians had been extremely strict when it came to visits from foreigners. Considering that Major Donner and his team had been there to assassinate their slowly forming leadership council, it seemed wise on their part. It hadn’t mattered, of course, but Donner had respected the effort.


    The United States government also had people in the south, though few of those had checked in recently. The Mexicans, led by a man called Sebastian, were fighting more aggressively than anyone had anticipated. Safe Haven’s hope had spread, but Major Donner was slotted to head there as soon as he put out these flames. The Mexicans would have a couple more weeks to live and then Donner was supposed to lay waste to them all. At least, that’s what Uncle Sam had planned. What Donner ended up doing wouldn’t even be close, but the boss wouldn’t know until it was too late.


    “Damn.”


    The pilot’s shock was to be expected. The base below was destroyed. It was so bad that a tent city had been set up for the troops. Donner assumed the remaining buildings weren’t safe, but he didn’t care either way. The men now staring up at his plane with resentment would learn that he wasn’t wasting any more time here than he had to. “Bring us down right there in the middle.”


    The pilot didn’t argue, despite the fact that some of the tents below would be damaged. He brought the heavy plane down with careful, light hands, then gave Major Donner a nod. “All clear. Wait for you?”


    “No.” Donner grunted as he stood up. “I’ll find my own way from here.”


    The pilot waited until Major Donner was visible through the big window and then began to turn the plane around to reuse the same area he’d cleared with his landing. As he rolled by the shouting men, the pilot radioed base. “Package is delivered. No trouble. Headed in.”


     


    The tent city was a disorderly clutter of canvas, equipment, and drunken, angry men. These were the reserves from the western base, the men who had earned passes and been promised that they would never have to venture out into this hell. Unlike the soldiers who had died in this fight before them, these thousand men wanted to be underground. It showed in the bad tempers and nasty remarks that had already begun to cause physical confrontations.


    Philips, the highest ranked man on site, didn’t push them or try to take control. He had to sleep and without friends (he was working on that, but it was slow going), Philips was sure he’d wake up to feel a blade sliding across his throat if he tried to insist on anything. He’d told base that in his last dispatch, flatly refusing to do his job. They’d informed him that a new commander was being sent to relieve him. The Butcher was rumored to be one of the best mercenaries in the business, but Philips wasn’t sure that one man could handle these unruly soldiers, let alone make them attack Safe Haven.


    Frowning, Philips watched Major Donner strut to the clearly marked tent waiting for him and duck inside. Didn’t the Major understand how upset these men were? They needed a sign of leadership.


    Aware of all the resentful eyes on him, Philips limped into the tent behind his new boss.


    “Welcome, Major Donner…” The man in front of him already intimidated Philips. “You have a full battalion of men to work with.” The lackey looked around nervously when the imposing man didn’t reply. “It’s not much, I’m sure, compared to what you’re used to, but it’s all…”


    “Stop.”


    Philips fell silent immediately. He’d served a congressional representative before the war. He knew when to be offended and when to tolerate. This was neither of those. Major Donner was here to assume command and Philips wanted to stay close. With his limp, he wasn’t good for much else beyond supervising personal comforts.


    “Where’s the leader of this base?”


    “I believe I’m talking to him, sir.”


    Major Donner sat down behind the ornate desk he was sure had once been in the hall of the base. It was a reception piece. Donner pulled a nearby pad of paper and pen closer, and wrote a short message. He held it out to his new lackey. “Take that to the former leader of these men. Make sure his group gets to read it. Report back.”


    “Yes, sir.” Philips waited to be outside before scanning the small, tight script.


    Only cowards go AWOL when it gets bloody. Remember your training and you may even come back alive.


    Philips quickly handed the note to the man he thought of killing every day and quickly got out of the line of fire. It was a direct challenge that Sergeant Shilling wouldn’t let pass.


     


    “Get out here!”


    “Come on, you bastard! No one calls me a coward!”


    Major Donner came from his tent dressed in his usual hunting attire–kit on his back, rifle in his grip, pointed at the ground. The sight of those worn, well-fitting knives brought a tense silence to the small crowd. He was good with them.


    Sergeant Shilling had brought a few friends, ten other angry men who thought they would shine while in charge. He stood in front of them with his arms crossed.


    Donner raised a brow. “Well?”


    Suddenly remembering that he’d called the Major out, Sergeant Shilling stepped forward. “Uh, call base and tell them we ain’t attacking those people. Tell them to come and get us!”


    Major Donner didn’t respond to the demand or the cheering. He spent a few seconds evaluating positions, possible skills and reactions, then shrugged. “Maybe I will. First, you’ll listen to what I have to say and make a choice. Okay?”


    Caught off guard by the lack of resistance, the Sergeant caved. “Yeah, we’ll listen, but it ain’t gonna matter. We wanna go back where it’s safe.”


    Major Donner smiled sarcastically. “So do I, but I ain’t goin’ underground to be ordered out again the next time they pick a fight they can’t win.”


    “You sayin’ we couldn’t beat those Safe Haven rent-a-cops?” a soldier from Shilling’s group asked cockily. “Cause that isn’t true.”


    “That’s right, man! We choose not to.”


    Major Donner kept his smile in place. “You don’t have to convince me. I’m telling you that men who serve with me won’t be going back to the base after the fight. Ever. We’re going to…promote ourselves, to free contractors.”


    No one spoke, confused to hear that talk from someone with so much authority.


    Major Donner waved toward the serene mountains. “That’s where I’m going first. After I take over that camp, I will have supplies, livestock, and females, and maybe even a few powerful slaves to keep Uncle Sam off my ass.”


    Now there was complete shock, exactly what Donner needed in this uneasy moment. He looked to Philips “You with me? They plan to send you off to Mexico to be a lackey there. One way ticket, I hear.”


    Philips felt rage grow thicker in his heart. “Free contractor sounds good.” His choice confirmed, Philips was surprised when other soldiers began giving their agreement. It was as if they’d followed his choice. Philips hid a frown. They were responding to the intimidating man next to him. Pretending he had their loyalty could get him killed and Philips wasn’t going to let that happen. Not after everything he’d already suffered.


    Sergeant Shilling felt his power slipping as men in his little group agreed with Philips. He snarled in defiance of the change in leadership. “This is my team! My men! We’re not following you!”


    The ten men came forward despite their true feelings, as Philips had known they would. He got out of the line of fire, sure he was about to witness Donner’s death.


    Ready for the reaction that he’d provoked, Major Donner jerked his rifle upward and began firing.


    Soldiers scattered, some reaching for weapons still in holsters, but the element of surprise gave victory to the lone man and the hot machine in his hand. The Butcher mowed down the entire group.


    The nearest witnesses fled, while the rest observed in shock. None of them had ever seen a commanding officer do that before the war.


    If he had wanted to, Donner could have wiped out nearly 100 gaping lemmings. Instead, he deftly slung the rifle over his shoulder and headed toward the largest tent. “Is that the mess? I’m starved.”


    Philips waited for the other soldiers to attack the crazy man or at least protest, but the shifting, eager faces said it wasn’t going to happen unless a spark was tossed.


    Philips thought about it, but in the end, knowing his planned future tipped it in Major Donner’s favor. Philips limped after their new boss, getting his notebook and pen out.


    “Someone clean that up.” Philips was no longer worried about his orders not being followed. He did stop at the flap and look back long enough to memorize the sight of his bitter enemy’s body. “Leave that one there and let him rot.”


    Most of the men here knew how Shillings had killed Philips’s son over a whore they’d found on a supply run. The order was obeyed without argument.


    Major Donner ducked into the mess canvas and dropped his rifle and kit onto the front table. Behind the bare racks, a dirty, sullen cook was mixing something in a large bowl. The smell wasn’t encouraging.


    “We’ll start on plans in a bit.” Donner scanned the rest of the tent. “For now, no more calls to or from base. Tell them we’re going quiet.”


    “Yes, sir, but won’t they send a plane to find us after a while?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you know when?”


    “We’ll watch for it.” When the plane came, Donner would either order it shot down or use it to secure his ride to the bunker for that attack. He hadn’t made up his mind yet and he certainly wasn’t going to let these unhappy soldiers know when it was coming so they could plot a mutiny around it.


    Philips studied the handsewn patches and symbols on the Major’s kit. It appeared that the Butcher had traveled the world during his career.


    “I have.” Major Donner faced the opened flap where half a dozen men were watching and listening.


    Philips paled. “You’re one of them!”


    “How else did you expect to defeat an entire group of descendants? You guys didn’t stand a chance on your own.” Donner eyed them, making silent promises. “But I can’t kill them and take that mountain, not without all of you. Pass that on as well.”


    Philips was sure the troops would feel better knowing the Major was powerful. All of them had dreaded fighting Safe Haven after witnessing the destruction here. Their egos had prevented them from saying it, but the reason for refusing to fight had been clear.


    “That’s why I’m here.” Major Donner noted the empty dishes waiting for mess to be called for this side of tent city. “We’ll lose a bit–don’t doubt it, but more than half will survive if they follow my orders. That’s better odds than a bunker right now, yes?”


    “Yes.” Philips knew that to be true. Survival rates below ground were at 35%. The government needed control of the land again if they were going to rebuild their evil empire. “We’ll get freedom after that? From you?”


    Major Donner shrugged. “I’m the boss wherever I’m at and I like to have a wide space around me to roam. Any good man can stay with me and follow my lifestyle, or run for their tiny lives and stay out of my way. I couldn’t care less.”


    Philips didn’t like all of it, but not answering to the government ever again was enough to start with. “I’m in.” Philips ignored the surprised sounds from those listening. “What do you need first?”


    Major Donner grinned, brown eyes becoming solid black in his joy. “Hostages–as many as you can find. Any age will do.” In the silence, Donner pinned the surly cook with a hard glare. “Get out.”


    The boy didn’t waste any time leaving.


    Donner finally began the part of this job that Philips was familiar with. “Send out a hunting team. There’s a small farm ten clicks due north. Bring back everything they find–alive. Then call them all together right here. I have things to say.” Donner took a map from his jacket and unrolled it. “There are two underground ammo dumps, here and here.” He pointed as Philips came forward to hold one side. “We’ll scavenge what we can and then head here.” He pointed again. “This is a stockpile zone and has likely gone untouched. We’ll be in the black on weapons by this time tomorrow.”


     


    The men were glad to discover the three areas were close by. It wasn’t hard for Philips to gather three teams to head out on those missions. They were quickly out of sight as he returned to Donner’s side, waiting for the next orders.
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    Donner stood on a stack of crates a short time later, rifle in hand as he addressed the troops. The rumors had circled the battalion. There was no need for a bullhorn. The soldiers all strained to hear and passed his words back.


    Donner knew how to set up a takeover. “Fresh meat for lunch!”


    The cheer from that was loud enough to send birds flying and bring spies to their feet with notebooks in hand.


    “Fresh ammo for breakfast!”


    Another cheer came, this one nearly as enthusiastic. Bullets were always needed.


    “I have promotions, awards, and a pass to give.”


    Quiet fell as confusion took over.


    Donner stared at them. “I’ll let 40 of you compete for the bunker pass. Who wants to go? See me privately.”


    The soldiers muttered, wondering what the chore was.


    Donner filled in the blanks with a simple sentence. “Snatch and grab. I only expect a few of the 40 to survive.”


    There were more mutters as Donner finished his address by pointing to a small dust cloud in the distance. “That’s our food rolling in. Pick the best three cooks and get them into the mess. Steaks for dinner, as rare as you want them.”


    He hopped down from the crates and strode toward the coming team and their cargo. The four cows running behind the vehicle didn’t look as good as they had when he’d flown over, but Donner didn’t worry over it. The fresh meat would be enough. He would gain their loyalty through the benefits he delivered and when it all finally came together, south wasn’t the direction they would go. He’d decided on west, toward the skeleton crew of protection the government now had. It was the perfect time to take over the world. He just needed a few Safe Haven descendants to help him control things. After that, nothing will stand in my way.


     


     


    3


    “What are you doing?”


    Shawn didn’t answer as he handed Angela a kit and a heavier coat. He pointed toward the truck nearby that was already running.


    Angela kept a hand on her gun as she went to check it out. Around her, the camp was emptying and there wasn’t much for her to do. She’d been planning to grab a shower and a snack.


    Angela opened the passenger door to find an envelope, a small purple flower, and a grinning driver. “What’s going on?”


    Greg clicked his mike once, looking pointedly at the message.


    Angela tore open the white envelope to read the small card.


    I’m naked, I’m alone, and I have chocolate. Get in the truck.


    Angela flushed bright red, sensing her driver was aware of what it said. Greg was a great blocker. His thoughts were currently full of gun names, serial numbers, and the various gear for those weapons–something she’d never bothered to memorize. He knew it would distract her.


    Angela read the note again.


    Then she got in the truck.
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    Dog scanned the camp as Angela left. She had moved the weaker members of her pack, leaving the strength and the magic here. For Dog, who caught too many of their thoughts and often sought out Charlie’s one-track mind for relief, the change was stressful. All the people here were worrying over the future and so were the ants. Dog was trying to work with them, mostly to keep busy, but their thoughts were full of anger at the sacrifice being asked of them. They also held deep loathing for the soldiers. Their communications were buzzing across the wolf’s brain.


    Dog padded into the middle of the struggling ants, sending a shout for silence.


    The ants around him froze for an instant, then advanced aggressively.


    Do it!


    The insects weren’t used to challenging things larger than they were and Dog had no trouble shaking them off. He tried to be careful not to step on them, as well, but that was a lost cause as the ants attacked.


    Bite too!


    The ants began nipping him, using their bodies to shove. The wolf allowed them to tip him over, completing the run.


    Dog stayed down.  He would have to do the wet work. The ants would make an excellent distraction so he would be able to get close to his target. That would have to be enough, because these insects weren’t fighters, despite their size and numbers. He was relieved that Angela was only counting on the decoy.


    Watching from nearby, Shawn joined Dog, kneeling down as the ants backed up. “Things okay?”


    Dog liked Shawn almost as much as Dale. He pushed up to nuzzle Shawn’s arm for a scratch.


    Shawn did it carefully, still not used to the big animal’s human qualities.


    Yeah, right there!


    Shawn rubbed a little harder, snickering a bit when the wolf began reacting to the urge to roll over and had to stop himself.


    Dog got up after a minute, sitting on his haunches to view the Eagle he often walked their perimeter with. I feel your unhappiness.


    Shawn’s false cheer fell as the wolf glanced toward the couple walking by. Charlie and Tracy were laughing and whispering, arms around each other. Both males watching them sighed heavily.


    “Yeah.” Shawn forced his attention back to Dog. “But it’s not our turn yet, you know?”


    Dog huffed, rising. That’s not my problem.


    It is mine. Shawn was happy for the couples here, but loneliness was hard. “I need to do rounds. Come along?”


    Dog padded to Shawn’s heel. Yes. She gave the ants training lessons today to keep them ready for tomorrow.


    “So it will happen then?”


    Dog nodded his huge head. Oh yes. Nothing can stop it now except fate. I believe this was her plan all along.


    That didn’t comfort Shawn, but with nothing to do now except wait, he tried to put it from his mind. He and Dog would walk a while, then come back and surprise Charlie and Tracy.


    Dog caught the thought and blew out an amused snort.  I’ll jump through the window if you want.


    Shawn chuckled. “That’ll kill their mood.”


    The pair made it to the rear of the newly shrunken camp, noting Jennifer and Kyle going into the training tent that was empty of people but not gear.


    Dog looked up. We’ll make it a twofer.
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    “Can I ask you something? You won’t like it.”


    Kyle nodded, bracing a bit. “Sure.”


    “If I were doing a…hit, what’s the most important thing to remember?”


    Kyle’s expression became thunderous.


    Jennifer was glad she’d waited until they were alone in the training tent.


    “Are you?”


    Jennifer nodded quickly. Angela knew they would have to release some details to their trainers. “More than one.”


    Kyle was instantly terrified. Fear stopped the anger and replaced it with concern. “At the same time?”


    Jennifer shrugged. “That wasn’t revealed.”


    Kyle spun toward the small hay room to take his rage out on the punching bag. He already knew yelling at her or Angela wouldn’t change anything.


    Jennifer winced when Kyle swung and blood splattered the bottom of the bag. He hit again, harder, and she forced herself to stay there and watch. She would be facing much worse soon.


    Kyle seemed to catch the thought, but before he could begin ranting, Jennifer shoved into his darkening mind. Come kiss me twice and then teach me. I’d like to survive this.


    Kyle was stunned with pain and desire, brain and body in opposition. “What?”


    Jennifer leaned against the hay wall. “We’re alone and you keep thinking about kissing me. I said you can.”


    Kyle was being led away from the danger line and he knew it. He only allowed it because there was no other choice. Angela would have her way and maybe Jennifer’s life.


    Jennifer paled a bit, but nodded. “If that’s what it takes, I’ll give it willingly, Reece. Wouldn’t you?”


    “It should be me! You’re a kid, not a killer!”


    Jennifer stiffened. “I’m neither of those things, though I’ve been both. Now, I’m a mother and there isn’t a hell I won’t smother myself in to save my daughter.” She went to their setup and started firing at multiple targets as quickly as she could.


    Kyle watched without speaking, still running through ways to stop this even though he knew there wasn’t any. Angela’s warning was ringing in his ears as Jennifer rolled and fired smoothly. She was mad at him.


    “Yeah, a little.” She reloaded. “You expect me to sit by quietly when you risk your life, but I don’t get the same respect.”


    “It’s not what I want for you. I know it’s your life, your choice. I still don’t want it.”


    “Then we have a problem, Kyle.” Jennifer resumed her starting position. “If I survive this run, there will be others.”


    If you stay…


    Jennifer went through her run again.


    Kyle felt her teetering on the edge of a choice, though he wasn’t sure exactly what decision she was stewing over.


    “Us. I either have your support or I don’t.”


    “I’m afraid you’ll be killed. Or hurt.”


    “So am I.” Jennifer was unhappy with her coverage of the two-dozen targets scattered around the tent. “But I’m more afraid of hiding and letting everyone else die for me. That’s not the person I am, not after everything I’ve been through.”


    Kyle often forgot how much older she was mentally because of the hells she’d suffered. All he could see was a beautiful kid about to give up her life for nothing. In his mind, there wasn’t anything Jennifer could do to help or hinder this war–at least not any more than Angela’s male fighters.


    Kyle was unprepared for her reaction to the thought.


    Jennifer shoved her gun into the holster and faced him with her hands on her hips. “Do you think she’s doing this so women can be full Eagles? Or to prove we already are? Do you think she would ever send females to the front lines if it wasn’t needed?!”


    Kyle hadn’t been able to come up with a reason. “Then why?”


    “Numbers.” Jennifer placated him, knowing the biggest answer was one he couldn’t handle yet. “She gave us the numbers, Kyle. Our enemy expects to face an army of men. If that happens, we’ll lose our fighters, our protectors. Safe Haven will be exposed to every group of evil that comes by and it would take decades for those who survive to be old enough for any adult chore, like reproduction.” Jennifer stared toward where her daughter was currently napping in Angela’s tent, with a guard standing inside the open flap. “By using women and kids to lure those soldiers into traps, she will have saved us now and for the future.”


    Kyle accepted that answer because he knew it was the only one he was going to get. Jennifer had made up her mind. She was doing this.


    “Yes, I am.” She motioned to the target. “But I have to do better. My aim is great, but I have to hit them faster. Help me?”


    Kyle nodded, reluctantly moving to the training position. “You have one issue that I see.”


    Jennifer gave him a go-ahead gesture.


    Kyle forced the rest of it from his mind. She was doing it. He would help her. “Change the order of your targets. When you face a group, there’s a simple rule to remember. Packing, Possible, Everyone else.”


    Jennifer raised a brow. “I don’t get it.”


     Kyle explained. “Those with a weapon come first–Packing. Those who might have a weapon out of sight are second–Possible. Everyone else comes last.”


    Jennifer stared at the targets, quickly picking out those details before firing in the new order.


    It flowed better from the first shot. She grinned as she finished four seconds faster. “Sweet!”


    Kyle chuckled at her happiness. How about that kiss now?


    Jennifer moved straight to his side and slid into his tensing arms. “Here you go.”


    Dog lunged through the tent flap and slammed into the side of the hay wall, knocking both of them to the ground.


    Jennifer landed on top of Kyle.


    His sexy chuckle gave her the courage to lean down and deliver the promised kiss.


    Dog and Shawn stared in resignation at the couple.


    Shawn shook his head. “That’s not the reaction we got from the camper couple.”


    Dog snorted. I know, right? We got to see cheek out of that one!
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