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One Common Goal

 

 

A Hero to lead them

A witch as a guide

Eagles to defend them

From every side

 

A Doctor to heal them

A Star to strengthen

A secretive father

And a fallen idol

A camp of refugees

With skeletons to rival

 

A group of gifted teens

A clan of closed-off women

An army of Eagles

With a common goal among them

 

To save their future

To stay, to survive

To continue recovering

To push, to never hide

 

The old Government

Coming to reclaim

From the past

They’ll deliver more of the same

 

Safe Haven will stand–united

Or they will fall

Once again, the bad guys are coming

Determined to end it all

 

If they can take a witch

Or a few gifted teenagers

Safe Haven Refugee Camp

Will be in the hands of strangers





  
    Part One


     


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


    


  


  
    
​Prologue



     


     


    The war has begun to change us.


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


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


    And I’m scared.


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


    


  


  
    
​Chapter One



    Concentrated Chaos


    June 30th


    Toltec State Park


    Scott, AR


     


     


     


    1


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


    “Copy.”


    She looked at Neil in annoyance. “Next?”


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


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


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


    “Yes.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Otherwise, it spreads.”


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


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


    Where does she stand on the Gov issue?


    Angela took his pen and quickly scratched two words.


    With Adrian.


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


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


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


    Angela agreed curtly. “What else?”


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


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


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


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


    “We realize you’ve had...”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Recommend? I get a choice?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Dying, came the prompt answer. Poison and infection.


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


    You know the price?


    I do.


    And you pay it willingly?


    Marc will be Charlie’s lifeline?


    Yes. Fathers have the same gifts.


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


    Yes.


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


    As you wish.


    Now?


    You haven’t recovered enough. Another 12 hours.


    He may not have that long.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Almost a sixth of them.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “What should I do?”


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


    Cynthia left without looking at Kevin.


    “We hear from Kenn yet?” Angela asked.


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


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


    “I will.”


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


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


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


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


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


    “Coffee?”


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


    “Sit, eat.”


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


    Li Sing went to carve a thick slice.


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


    “Butter?”


    Angela tore off a small chunk. “Nope.”


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


    “You look like him. Stop it.”


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


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


    Crack!


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


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


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


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


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


    Marc scowled. “Maybe there wasn’t!”


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


    Marc growled.


    Chris cowered along the tent wall. Wrong button!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Take her and run–now.


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


    In the medical tent, about to be healed.


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


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


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


    Dog glanced up in confusion.


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


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


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


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


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


    Dog considered. Like the breeding heats.


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


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


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


    What will you do after?


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


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


    Marc laughed. “Sorry.”


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


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


    I would never volunteer such information.


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


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


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


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


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


    What happens when she finds out?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Complete silence came, layered in hostile glowers.


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


    “Hang on!”


    “Don’t!”


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


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


    He hurried to Cynthia’s side.


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


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


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


    “Thank you.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  


  
    
Chapter Two



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


    Crack!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Mocking laughter came from nearby.


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


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


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


    Kenn didn’t respond.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “How was the trip?”


    Kenn grunted. “Make-work.”


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


    “Adrian?”


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


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


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


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


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


    “If I say yes, what happens?”


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


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


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


    “Meaning I’m forgiven?”


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


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


    “Should I bump him?”


    “No.”


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


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


    “Hey!”


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


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


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


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


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


    Kenn was first, striding briskly.


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


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


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


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


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


    Neil nodded. “Same here.”


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


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


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


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


    “I’ll take care of it.”


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


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


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


    Kenn wrote it in his book.


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


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


    No one did.


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


    “Mine and Jax.” Jeremy wrote the notes.


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


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


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


    “Maybe five, if we start rationing now.”


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


    Everyone indicated things were fine.


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


    Neil shrugged. “Appears to be calm.”


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


    Jeremy didn’t protest when Neil took it.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Angela glanced at Kenn first.


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


    “We’ll handle it like Adrian would.”


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


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


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


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


    Neil hurried over to quiet him.


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


    In his mind, the words were different.


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


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


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


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


    Angela grunted. “Too many.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Why are you here?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Kenn was shocked. “Even with the pill?”


    “I got sick.”


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


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


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


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


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


    “Still hanging from the flagpole?”


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


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


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


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


    “Yes. Did you doubt it?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “I told you!”


    “Kill them both!”


    “Wait.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     


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


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


    Marc aimed and fired, reloaded. Where is Kenn?


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


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


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


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


    Tiffany slapped him. “Shut up!”


    Kenn growled. The sound was menacing.


    She quickly retreated.


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


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


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


    Tiffany raised her gun.


    Marc shot her in the throat.


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


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


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


    Marc spun off the wall and let the demon loose.


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


    Bang! Bang!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “The bodies, the town–all of it.”


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


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


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


    “This is your doing!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Ray paled further.


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


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


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


    Marc paused. “Hurt her, how?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Ray immediately flinched back from him.


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


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


    “Again, you mean?”


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


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


    Marc winced.


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


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


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


    “Will he be okay?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Kevin reluctantly waved Kenn in.


    Kenn ducked into the tent after a quick tap.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “No.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Their eyes locked across the camp.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Would you like a recon for survivors?”


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


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


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


    Angela grimaced slightly.


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


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


    But killing now is...


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


    “It might not work, right?”


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


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


    “No one can do that. I heal.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Kevin came to her side, mouth opening.


    Angela held up a finger. “Wait.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    She didn’t answer.


    Jeremy didn’t repeat the question.


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


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


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


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


    “Then how can you do this?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Samantha slowly rolled onto her side, away from him.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Jeremy glowered. “Damn you.”


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


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


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


    “Power rubs off.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Ready?”


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


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


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


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


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


    Adrian slowly captured a pill.


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


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


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


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


    “No, but do it anyway.”


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


    “Adrian!”


    “It’s Adrian!”


    “Yeah!”


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


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


    “You okay?”


    “You need anything?”


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


    “What about your hip?”


    “Yeah! How bad is it?”


    “Can you walk?”


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


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


    Cynthia’s hand was the quickest.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “No.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     


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


    “Mmm…”


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


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


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


    Angie?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    She groaned weakly.


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


    Marc stiffened as the witch greedily sucked at him.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Jeremy sighed. “Yeah, okay.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Kevin handed her a cup of coffee and backed off.


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


    They conferred briefly.


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


    “Two supply stops...”


    “Roughly two weeks.”


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


    “At least five days, depending...”


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


    “Hard and fast?” Kenn needed details.


    Angela studied the Marine. “Would Adrian run?”


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


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


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


    “No, Adrian’s Eagles don’t run.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Yes.”


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


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


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


    Marc grunted angrily but held his tongue.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Both trained killers looked at Angela eagerly.


    “We can do this.”


    “It has a lot of benefits.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Kenn left him standing there, speechless.


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


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


    “What do you think?”


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


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


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


    “Even kill innocent people?”


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


    “When will we know?”


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


     


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Is that bad?”


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


    “What do we do now?”


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


    “What is?”


    “A future-deciding battle with the government. Even if they don’t figure it out and come, she’ll bring them to us. We really are done running.”
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    Samantha slowly led her men away from the tent. “Where are you guys due next?”


    “Guard duty.” Neil stewed on the coming chore. He wasn’t looking forward to it.


    “I have some rounds to make and people to talk to.” Jeremy smiled at Samantha. “Duty over the boss at noon.”


    Samantha went toward the livestock pens. “I’ll be around for a while, listening. Call if you need me.”


    Both men let their gazes roam her hair and body, but there wasn’t lust, only longing in their expressions.


    “You two need a friend.”


    They turned to find Kyle nearby, helping set up the extra medical tents that John had requested. Jennifer had sent him out as soon as he’d gotten some rest, knowing it was where he wanted to be.


    “You know what I mean.” Kyle didn’t give either man a chance to block the image he was about to thrust upon them. “Someone blonde and blue, and completely forgettable to occupy your downtime. Once you have that, this situation eases and brain functions return.”


    Jeremy wanted to ignore the words, but Neil, set to face one of his worst sins since the war, had to listen.


    Kyle didn’t bother keeping his voice down. Changes were flying through Safe Haven. Samantha and her triangle were merely a tiny corner of the controlled chaos. “She doesn’t expect you to be loyal unless she chooses one, and you’ll both know that moment–if it comes. I wouldn’t count on it.”


    “What the hell has this camp become?” Neil scowled harshly. “Nothing is like it was.”


    “It’s not meant to be.” Angela appeared behind them. “We’re constantly changing and adapting. Nothing stays the same. That lesson held true long before the war that we survived.”


    Angela went to where Samantha had stood so happily between them. “The limits of the old world were just that–limits. We don’t have them now. And we probably never should have.”


    “You mean marriage and monogamy?” Jeremy was aware of Kyle observing her in satisfaction.


    “I think free will means making the choice based on what’s right for you, so none of these differences are wrong. We’re supposed to be this way. Some are life mates, soulmates. Some are one-night stands or quick breeding moments that produce amazingly gifted offspring. None of us are right and none of us are wrong.”


    “Doesn’t feel that way.”


    Angela tried not to patronize Neil because of his mutter. “And that’s your choice to make, but don’t base it on society’s rules. If you two can be okay with the setup, so can everyone else.”


    Neither man replied.


    Angela filled in the silence with hard truth. “No, I can’t read that far ahead, and even if I could, I suspect you already know what’s there. It’s both or none for her, and that isn’t likely to change.”


    Enjoying the few fireworks that were still being lit, Angela went to the medical tent, where Adrian and Conner were the only patients. Everyone else had been switched. The extra tent Kyle and his team were working on was for any new arrivals John wanted quarantined.


    Kyle waved at Daryl to take over the tent stocking. He joined Neil and Jeremy as they started walking toward the main camp. “Remember who you are and all you’ve done for these people when they hassle you. That should be enjoyed with pride, gentlemen. You are going against the known and accepted, in search of happiness and adventure beyond what any of them would ever have the sand to try.”


    Neil and Jeremy both teased him about the wording.


    Kyle let their friendship sink in and start healing his own wounds. They were finally working on the same goals again. Things would be easier on them, in some ways, so long as they had each other.


     


     


    2


    “What are you doing here?!”


    Neil paused at the hostile tone. “Seth didn’t tell you?”


    Becky’s other guard nodded at Neil and left.


    She realized Neil was her protection on this shift. Her mouth opened, face reddening.


    The trooper prepared to duck.


    “I hate your guts. You know that, right?”


    Neil took Jeff’s post, feeling her glare. “Yeah.”


    “He hasn’t forgiven you either.”


    Meaning Seth. Neil’s control over his guilt slipped a bit. “I don’t need it from him.”


    Becky accepted that reluctantly. Until now, Neil hadn’t shown any remorse, only left her alone. He was careful whenever they spent time around each other and that was it–like nothing had happened.


    “Can I say it or would you rather I just shut up and stood my post?”


    He is trying to atone. Becky didn’t care one way or the other. “Say it if you want. It won’t change anything.”


    Neil took the steps that brought him into range for what had to happen next. He slowly took off his hat, hard face cracking with misery. “I’m sorry.”


    Tears traced her cheeks despite thinking she didn’t care. Becky clenched her hands to keep from sobbing. I don’t want to feel anything for him!


    Neil was having trouble reading her through his own pain, and chose to give everything that she might need. “But only for what happened–for making you his target. I’m not sorry for wanting you.”


    Neil braced for the coming blow. He’d arrived at a tolerable place with himself through all of it, but for that wall of guilt to lower, he had to follow through. “Or that sometimes, when I watch you bonding with Seth, I still do.”


    Slap!


    Neil didn’t react, willing her to keep going. It was the only way to give them both relief.


    Becky started to sob.


    Neil gave a final shove. “I’m also sorry I wasn’t your first. I used to dream about it.”


    Becky understood that on some level this would help her, but the pain! She’d spent the last months in hell and part of it had been the used feeling–not from the rape, but from how easily Neil had changed his mind about her.


    “I got pregnant from it, Neil. Angela and Anne took care of it a few weeks ago.”


    Neil was instantly crushed. “What can I do? I... I can leave! I’ll be gone the second Adrian takes...”


    “Stop it!” Becky drew in a calming breath as he stared in miserable shock. “I need you. Here.”


    Neil smothered his own desperation to respond to hers. “Anything. Name it.”


    Becky took another step into the new future that had been so brutally carved out for her. “At some point, I’m going to ask for what you denied me.”


    Neil’s mouth dropped open as Becky jerked him into reality.


    “I love Seth and he loves me, but I’m pretty clear on human nature now.” She didn’t censor her harsh tone. “I’m always going to feel cheated, always going to wonder what might have been if Samantha hadn’t come to Safe Haven.”


    Neil waited, not sure if he could refuse her or follow through. He had no spark for Becky now. Right?


    “Forgiving and forgetting are things I can’t do yet, but I’ve hurt enough to know that being cheated festers inside.” She turned away. “At some point, I’m going to be recovered. To get there, you’ll have to help me.”


    Neil forced himself to think around the guilty shock, amazed and dismayed by her new maturity. With that plan to follow, and Seth and her team to lean on, she could have more than a future as a camp relief source. It was horrible that so many of the former slaves were choosing that route, but Neil hoped more time in Safe Haven would help them understand they were worth more. With Becky, she’d been flirting along the moral lines long before Rick. Peggy had wanted her settled down, but Becky had wanted the danger and excitement of real life. She’d gotten it and then some. Neil forced himself to speak. “Whatever you need, Becky.”


    He saw her fists clench and expected anger. The fresh tears were a surprise.


    “I need to hear that name and not want to die.”


    Her shoulders shook. Neil reacted like the gentle-hearted man that he was. He took her arm and pulled her into his embrace. “God, I’m so sorry!”


    It was a heavy, hurtful moment for them both–one that might let hatred fade and forgiveness begin.


     


     


    3


    More than tired of the firecrackers and thumping music, Marc spotted Charlie lingering near the tent area and slowly made his way over. Getting through the partying camp members wasn’t easy. Too many of them wanted to offer congratulations and gratitude for looking after things while Adrian was gone, and for not being like Kenn. It was tiresome considering the day’s work, tiresome and annoying. It made his view distort and he suddenly saw them all as mad harpies sent to suck the life out of Adrian’s gifted people.


    Marc realized that was how his demon saw them. Before he could question, he joined Charlie. He didn’t need to know. He didn’t have to have any personal contact at all.


    More of the silent treatment, huh? the demon commented sarcastically. Like that’s new.


    Charlie glanced up curiously.


    Marc immediately turned his attention. “Where’s Tracy?”


    Charlie took instant offense. “Why? She in trouble?”


    “Why? You gonna cover for her?”


    Charlie hadn’t expected the abruptness, but he refused to lie. “If I had to, if she was in enough trouble.”


    Marc raised a brow.


    The teenager flushed. “Mom knows.”


    “Good.” Marc wondered how awkward that conversation had been. “Should I repeat the question?”


    “She’s cleaning up Hilda’s mess. She got sick after lunch.”


    Marc’s frown started growing. Charlie hurried to explain. “Hilda’s the only one. We checked.”


    Marc visibly relaxed, but Charlie caught the mental note to verify it and knew Marc would before the night was over.


    “Are you okay waiting for her so openly?”


    Charlie flushed.


    Marc sighed. “Pushing limits while your mom’s busy. Smart and stupid, kid. You know that, right?”


    “Yes, but…” Charlie’s voice was strained with the effort of holding in so many new emotions. The urge to take the trader’s life had stayed in Charlie’s mind, whispering, but he’d figured out that his obsession with Tracy was helping him control it. He had other highs to reach. “I didn’t meet her earlier and I do it every day. When I don’t get to, I feel like...like I betrayed her somehow. She doesn’t feel that way, or at least she never acts like it, but I have to have this time with her. I have to at least have…”


    Charlie snapped his mouth shut, but it was too late. He knew by the way Marc’s mouth tightened into a thin line.


    Marc thought of the trip here, of being sure he’d never get Angie and desperate for even a single moment of glory to remember. In that instant, there had only been one thing he wanted from her. “A kiss. To see if it was still magic.”


    Charlie sighed.


    Tracy came from the tent and he immediately went to dispose of the waste.


    Marc stared, relieved when they went in separate directions.


    Charlie’s step was light, grin large despite the ugly chore he was performing. Very few things could make a person happy while carrying a bucket of vomit, and it kept Marc’s gaze on him.


    He’s up to something. Follow him, the demon ordered.


    Reluctantly, Marc did.
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    Kenn ducked into the bathroom and sat with a grunt. Li Sing’s food tasted great going in, but coming out sucked.


    The port-o-let was hot and stinky, but Kenn preferred it to the crowded campers in the mornings, so he’d made it a nightly ritual. After this, he would shower, check in with their violent new XO, and stay at Adrian’s side until dawn.


    Footsteps crunched outside the stall comfortingly, people calmly passing. Kenn finished up. He was looking forward to serving Adrian while he recovered and enjoying any extra power he might achieve from it.


    Kenn opened the door and went out.


    His foot tangled in something. He brought the other boot in front to keep from falling.


    Barely saving himself, he took another step.


    A sharp tug on his tangled foot sent him sprawling this time.


    Kenn landed, hands down, in something wet and reekingly familiar.


    Laughter exploded from the few witnesses.


    Kenn gritted his teeth as he shoved himself up.


    He jerked his foot free of the jump rope and slung chunks of vomit from his hands.


    An accident, he decided, picking out the rope and no one around except the guards. Some kid dropped his toy as he threw up the day’s breakfast.


    Kenn turned for the showers, face red. He was almost to them when he remembered that sharp tug.


    He turned to glower, but only a few Eagles were in sight and none of them were looking at him.


    “An accident.” He jerked the door open. “A clever one.”


     


    Marc came from the shadows, nodding at the Eagles who’d witnessed it all. Instantly feeling better, he was still chuckling as he motioned Zack to have his boys clean up the mess. Some justice was being dispensed.


    Marc noticed Becky and Neil in deep conversation outside her tent and filed it. He swept the shadows for Seth and didn’t spot any of the cop’s team.


    Marc finished his rounds of the main camp and went to the QZ. He avoided the medical area, instead, finding Kevin.


    “Things okay?” He joined the man as he stood duty over the farthest QZ perimeter.


    Kevin sighed. “Out here, sure. In there…”


    Marc could feel the tension. “Anything new happen?”


    “Just a quick fight between Jax and Paul. Probably over Leslie. Angela has them working under supervision. They were on duty.”


    Marc wasn’t surprised. He also wouldn’t be when Leslie chose to follow Samantha’s example and claimed them both.


    “What else do you have for her tonight?”


    “Nothing after the meeting.” Kevin skimmed his notes. “Kyle said she’ll be beat, to send her to your bed.”


    Marc approved. “All posts covered?”


    “Yes, and we’ll have extras until word comes from John.”


    “Good. Who did they tell you to call if something happens overnight?”


    Kevin gave him a pointed look. “You, if I had to.”


    “That works.” Marc started to go to the next post, and turned around. “Did she send Seth out?”


    “Yes. He and his team are shadowing the surviving women, making sure they aren’t going to return later.”


    Marc wondered what Angela had told them to do if the snake women chose to return.


    Kill them all, of course, the demon supplied. She knew the Eagles would follow your choice.


    Marc left before he could confirm that. He didn’t want to view her or himself that way.
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    “Are you happy now?”


    Samantha smiled at the question, stepping aside so Marc could join her in the tent. She hadn’t heard him tap, but she was sure that he had. “More than I ever thought was possible.”


    “And your men?”


    Samantha winced. “They’re…adjusting.”


    Marc had questions, but the one he needed answered, he refused to let through his lips.


    Samantha gave him a quick weather report, hoping he would let it go. Marc was the one person here that it bothered her to lie to, and if he asked the right questions, things could get tense.


    “So just rain?”


    “Yes. It looks to clear out in a couple days.”


    “Good.”


    Marc didn’t leave, instead observing as she resumed her casual pacing and listening. Samantha had a deluxe tent filled with boxes of weather equipment at her disposal, but Marc knew the report had come from her mind.


    “Can you talk to nature, Samantha?” He was in awe at the thought. “Communicate, I mean.”


    She gave a short nod. “But I won’t, not without something to offer.”


    Marc made the connection. “Adrian already asked that.”


    “No.” Samantha shrugged. “He already knew. I suggested a barter after we ran from the wildfire.”


    “And he told you to what? Find out what we need to make a deal like that?”


    “He told me it made us a bigger target to even try. It can’t be done without our complete surrender.”


    “Surrender?”


    “Our extinction, boy scout.”


    Marc flinched at the common name. He wasn’t that, not anymore.


    “You can understand why I won’t try?”


    Marc grunted, heading for the flap. “Mind your protection or I’ll double it.”


    Samantha stuck out her tongue at his back and then grinned. She didn’t plan to be isolated tonight. In fact, just the opposite.
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    “Blonde and blue, and completely forgettable.”


    Jeremy hated the words still ringing in his mind, but that didn’t stop him from trying to spot a viable candidate as he walked through the camp. Too tall…too thin…too much perfume. Doesn’t talk enough…hates men.


    Jeremy’s gaze landed on the Sisters. The six-woman group had gained three new members. The shortest among them had Samantha’s exact shade of hair. It twinkled in the light of the center campfire.


    Jeremy reluctantly drifted closer.


    The women were practicing their gun stance and didn’t notice when he joined the rear of the lesson. He studied the blonde, comparing her weight, shape, and general rear profile. That could work.


    Bridget felt him staring and peered over her shoulder.


    Jeremy studied her features gently and realized she fit Kyle’s words. She was pleasant to look at and nothing else–completely forgettable.


    Jeremy smiled at her before he could stop himself. And then he turned away. If it got to be too much, he’d find her. That heart shaped ass under those cut-off jeans would be kept track of by the single Eagles, but for Jeremy, it was just a way to know her–a marker in place of the name he didn’t have yet. Her face, he couldn’t have recalled before he was out of sight.


    As Jeremy vanished into the parking area, Leslie got the attention of everyone in earshot with a quick warning. “If he comes to you, it will be for relief. He loves Samantha.”


    Bridget went up to the line to take her turn. “I’m not interested in him.”


    Leslie gave her a dirty glare at the obvious lie. “Like that matters.”


    “We always offer support to the Eagles when they pick one of us.” Tracy’s tone was friendlier than Leslie’s. “It’s an honor to serve.”


    Bridget finished her set and rejoined the small circle. “Jeremy isn’t the only one who will like me because I look like her.”


    She stared at Becky’s tent, where Lee and Neil were now chatting lightly. “When that one comes to me, I’ll make him fall in love and then Jeremy can have Samantha. It’ll be perfect.” Bridget missed the frowns of all the other females.


    Samantha overheard the remark as she walked by and the words sank into her gut. Wasn’t that how it should be? Neil certainly deserved happiness, as did Jeremy. It was herself that she wasn’t so sure about.


    Samantha ducked quietly into the tent shadows and circled around to listen to Leslie’s rueful response.


    “Good luck, then. When she came, it was like the rest of us no longer existed.”


    Bridget wasn’t discouraged. “You ladies didn’t have the advantage that I do.”


    “What advantage?” Megan demanded. “I have the same features.”


    Bridget glanced over in a patronizing insult. “Obviously not, honey, or he would have been staring at you.”


    Samantha tensed. That one is mean.


    “So what’s the advantage?” Leslie wasn’t sure if she wanted Bridget’s plan to work out that way. Leslie had many male friends in Safe Haven and while she’d like to narrow the field a bit, having to pick one had kept her from doing it. If she could have two…


    Bridget flipped her hair over her shoulder so that it would catch the light. “You’ll have to figure that out for yourselves. We aren’t friends yet.”


    Samantha resumed her walk, but she didn’t relax. Bridget was probably counting on being able to play on Neil’s emotions, but what if she was like the other gifted people here and hiding it like Jennifer was?


    Trailing him, Samantha noted that Jeremy hesitated and then went to his truck. He sat on the tailgate, staring at the place where they’d napped earlier. He appeared forsaken.


    Jeremy’s the one I might lose. Their bond wasn’t nearly as strong.


    Samantha felt the chill of old loneliness coming and resisted being pulled into the darkness.


    Not yet. She went toward Jeremy. Let me have a little more happiness, okay? Just a little.


    Jeremy felt her coming and found himself comparing her to the other blonde, but his heart pounded too hard to be able to concentrate. Nothing less will satisfy me. Heart ass could go back on the market.


    “Can I join you?”


    Jeremy found enough air to speak. “You don’t have to ask.”


    Samantha sent out a wave of happiness, stealing his breath. “I know.” She glanced at the truck bed. “A blanket this time?”


    Jeremy immediately got up and retrieved his bedroll from the front, sensing she wasn’t ready for the offer of his tent that he longed to make.


    Samantha helped him, enjoying the brush of his hands and body as they worked together. They resumed their previous positions with a small intake of air, a rough groan, and lay there in silent contentment.


    As they began to drift, Jeremy again dropped his walls and tried to stay close to her light.
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    “She’s ready.”


    “Copy.”


    Marc went to the medical tent, where Angela had gone after the meeting. He’d expected that, but not for her to hold out another three hours. Where was she pulling the strength? She’d still been beat after drawing from him. He, on the other hand, felt wiped out.


    You need to feed her more, the demon advised. She’s doing more now, caring for more.


    Marc didn’t like the phrasing after the morning’s sexual concerns, but he didn’t respond. If he started talking with the demon, he might get used to using it and that would be dangerous.


    You could bow out, the demon replied sweetly. Adrian will give her what she needs.


    Marc stomped into the medical tent, furious, but it was gone the second he spotted Angela. It appeared that she’d fallen out of alertness gradually, and was now slumped uncomfortably over Adrian’s arm.


    Marc approached them silently, but Adrian’s eyes flew open the instant he got close. Unable to do much more than yell, that instinct to protect her was still strong.


    The two men stared at each other for a long moment, both wondering if this would become a habit for them–sharing her.


    “I hope not.” Adrian’s voice was a hoarse croak that didn’t get even a stir from the tired woman they were both so bonded to. “That would hurt her.”


    Marc agreed, jaw clamped tight to keep from telling Adrian that he should have died and then there wouldn’t be any chance of it.


    “It’s what I wanted.”


    Marc took that in coldly. “And now?”


    Adrian wound his fingers, all he was capable of moving, through her tangled curls. He gave a gentle tug and then let go. “It hasn’t changed. She should have let me die.”


    “It’s worse now.” Marc remembered his own strengthened longings after Angie had healed him. “Like you can’t breathe and she’s the air.”


    “I’ve never been on this end of it.” Adrian shuddered. “I’m fighting.”


    Marc knew that, but it didn’t appear to matter. He carefully lifted Angela into his arms.


    Angry and stressed, it still would have been impossible to miss the naked fear in Adrian’s eyes.


    Marc hated himself for feeling compassion. He kept his mouth shut until they were out in the cool night air.


    Marc gestured to Kevin, who appeared as beat as the woman snuggling into his embrace. “Adrian needs company.”


    Kevin sighed. “I’ll get Tracy to sit with him.”


    Marc thought of Charlie. “Make that Cynthia.”


    Adrian’s chosen females were all quickly becoming off limits.


    Kevin wanted to argue, but couldn’t. If Marc was sharing Angie with the boss man, how could he protest?


    “She wants to be there for him.” Marc gestured. “Go get her.”


    Kevin went slowly, jealously, even though Adrian was clearly in no shape to do anything. He just… I want her time for myself. And that’s wrong. I have to let her work.


    Kevin vanished into the darkness.


    Marc continued to the center QZ tent without guilt. He was sure that Cynthia could use a break from fending off Matt, who wanted to cement their relationship physically.


    Marc smirked, sliding Angie into the open bedroll. Yeah, he definitely had the better end of that stick.
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    “Stay on your side!”


    Kevin stopped, stunned for a minute by the shadows. Matt and Cynthia were sharing a bed!


    “I mean it. You touch me again and I’ll cut those fingers off.”


    Kevin listened to Matt’s cackle and was dismayed by how much it resembled Rick’s.


    “No, Matt, I don’t.”


    Kevin hugged the thick shadows around the canvas so he could hear what Matt was saying.


    “I’d like you more if you had respect for me and for the dream.”


    “I do.” Matt protested, arms waving. “I just don’t understand why you took me in.”


    Cynthia sighed deeply, and Kevin felt an honest answer coming–something he hadn’t gotten.


    “They would have banished you, Matt. Maybe worse. I couldn’t let that happen.”


    “And now you wish you had.” Matt glared at her.


    “No, I made the right choice. In time, you’ll be trusted again and have a real life here.”


    Matt snorted scornfully and Kevin found himself agreeing. As he watched a shadow finger creep onto the other side of the mattress, it was hard not to. Matt was a bad kid and it would get worse.


    Kevin came from the shadows, boots crunching carelessly.


    The shadow hand drew back and Cynthia sat up, listening.


    Kevin tapped on the flap. “The big boss needs you.”


    Cynthia flushed. “Be right there!”


    Both males heard the breathless tone.


    Kevin smirked when Matt shifted roughly on the air mattress, nearly flipping Cynthia off it. The boy didn’t like him or Adrian. The feeling’s mutual.


    Kevin was still lingering when the reporter stepped out of the tent. He caught Matt’s resentful glare through the open flap.


    Not one to be subtle even in the old world, Kevin held his arm out to Cynthia like a gentleman would have.


    Annoyed and sleepy, Cynthia slid her arm into Kevin’s and left Matt staring at them both hatefully. She wasn’t cut out for babysitting unless she got rest and Octo-boy liked to watch the sun come up.


    “Another week.” She unconsciously leaned into Kevin’s welcoming heat. “Then I’ll tell her.”


    Kevin understood, but didn’t get his hopes up. If he and Cyn were supposed to be a match, Angela and Adrian wouldn’t have tossed Matt into their mix.
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    Marc settled Angela onto his bedroll, smoothing her clothes and hair into more comfortable positions. As he laid the long braid across his pillow, the gray glared like a sign. There’s more. A lot more.


    She performs minor miracles daily, the demon stated, tone slightly admiring. Tonight, she brought a man back from the dead. Did you think there wouldn’t be a price?


    Marc’s mouth stayed closed, but in his heart, he knew it was only a matter of time before he began talking with the ghost inside. The demon had information that he needed.


    Angela stirred briefly, arching a bit. “Unbutton me, will ya?”


    Marc eagerly slid both big hands around her waist and up to her bra. He rubbed as the hook sprang free, but she was already back asleep.


    Marc covered her up and sat on his side, thinking. In a bit, he would clean his guns and maybe run over for a hot shower. Right now, he had to decide if it was worth the trade to have the demon in his life. He had many doubts about being able to hide it once he made that choice.


    “Marc…”


    Angie’s call was sweet, comforting. The demon faded to allow Marc this moment alone.


    Once in the rear halls, the demon chose the door with the information scrolls. He couldn’t go far, only as much as Marc’s impenetrable cell would allow, but the words had always been in reach.


    Bitter over his imprisonment, the demon had spent decades learning from the inherited data stores. When his chance came, the demon planned to know what to do with it. If he were useful, he wouldn’t be locked up again. Marc was cruel enough to keep him in here forever, but not if there was something to deal with. The demon went straight to the section on recovery.


    Marc settled next to Angela’s warm body with a shudder of perfection. Her legs tangled with his, body melting against his hip, and the feeling of rightness increased. Even innocent contact between them created a feeling of seclusion that Marc wanted to drown in. He drifted off thinking of the trip here, when it had been just them against the world.


    Angela, drained and hungry, let the witch out to roam as she felt herself falling into a deeper sleep.


    May I take from where I want?


    Angela agreed sleepily. Just leave Adrian alone for a bit.


    The witch laughed softly and vanished.


    Marc’s arms tightened unconsciously. Angela let the darkness claim her, securely locked in Marc’s dreams.


    The witch didn’t go far, just to the information banks. There was someone she’d never been able to reach until now, not fully. She’d wanted to for decades, but hadn’t been able to get Angela’s permission to roam. That was the only way to open the door between demons. The ancients had needed to be sure that the demons could never betray their hosts.


    As she slid silently into the dimly lit library, Marc’s demon froze, stunned at the sight of her. He’d never viewed his own kind before.


    The witch cackled, gliding toward the far wall. She paused in front of a door that the demon had never been able to open.


    The witch pushed the door gently and it slid a crack, revealing a blue light.


    The demon behind her gasped. And came closer.


    The witch wasn’t ready to go further with her newest access point, at least not alone. She turned slowly. Orbs glowing deep crimson, she appraised Marc’s magical center ruthlessly.


    The demon felt her evaluation and held still under the promise of adventure he read in the charged atmosphere. The attraction he’d expected if they ever met was there, as well as a raw sense of dangerous power, but the lure of a friendship was what made him agree.


    “I bind myself to you for…” He paused.


    “One day. They can manage that long.” The witch waited for his answer.


    “I bind myself to you for one full day.” The demon wasn’t sure about trusting her. The sound of her voice was pure power–the kind he would never provoke.


    The witch held out a hand, observing him closely.


    The demon snatched her up against his chest in a tight, hungry grip. “Let’s go.”


    The witch cackled again, turning a bit to reach the door. They vanished into the unknown with Marc’s demon swelling in happiness. His light, as it grew, was bright gold.
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    “Home...”


    Kendle rolled over, her sleep restless. She bumped into the sharp, cold corner of the seat and jerked awake.


    They were home.


    Except, it wasn’t, not anymore. Somehow, while she wasn’t looking, Pitcairn had become her home.


    The sound of the engines coming pulled her into alertness and sent a hopeful fear into her heart. People!


    “Luke!” She was surprised that he hadn’t stirred.


    She looked over to find him huddled against their backpacks. Even in the darkness, she could see his skin had a sheen of sweat. He was worse. Shit!


    Kendle pulled the gun from her belt and slowly inched over to the window. “Please be good guys. Please be good guys...”


    All she could see was headlights, at least 10 of them. Five trucks circled the plane as if they knew she and Luke were in here. Shit!


    Kendle sank down, racing for a solution.


    “Come on out of there.”


    Make a deal! Kendle slowly stood up, longing to see a group of uniformed authority to help her. The sky was just beginning to lighten as she climbed down, the wind chilly and the sky ominous.


    The vehicles turned their lights off all at once, throwing her into darkness.


    Kendle stopped at the bottom of the short stairs, gun in hand.


    “Two of us are coming over. Don’t shoot.”


    The fact that the voice was female went a long way in calming Kendle’s fears. “I won’t.”


    Gravel crunched as the vague shadows got closer. Kendle was able to make out hands holding lanterns that hadn’t been lit and guns on hips.


    Kendle stared at the wild women, eyes adjusting enough to show her men’s clothing and weapons, and a hardness she’d never seen in American women before.


    “You fly in?”


    Kendle nodded stupidly, staring as a lantern was lit.


    Carol motioned toward the train. “Guess you’ve figured out what happened.”


    Kendle forced herself to confirm it. “The whole country?”


    Marsha grunted, eyeing the plane. “Yep. We finally did what everyone joked about.”


    “A few times over.” Carol studied Kendle. “What ya got in the plane that you felt the need to defend?”


    Kendle reacted the way she’d been scarred. Fight or die. “My man. Why? You thinking about taking him?”


    Both women blinked at the hostile tone.


    Carol held the lantern up, studying Kendle and her scars. “Where you from, Hardass?”


    Kendle slid the gun into her belt. “Maybe that’s information I don’t care to part with.”


    Marsha glowered. “If we wanted your man, we’d take him.”


    Kendle took a step forward and growled.


    It wasn’t a warning sound or even anger. It was a victim in the corner about to spill blood in an attempt for freedom. The two caravan leaders knew the noise well. They both took a step back. This wasn’t the easy prey they’d hoped for upon seeing a slender shadow through the plane window.


    Kendle took a deep breath, pushing back the need to kill. “You should go now.”


    Carol opened her mouth, maybe to offer a little encouragement.


    “Kendle?”


    Marsha and Carol both took another quick step back at the male voice.


    “He doesn’t sound good.”


    “What’s wrong with him?”


    Kendle was torn–clearly, they could be trouble–but she had no idea what to do to help Luke. “I’m not sure.” Her shoulders slumped. “He was fine when we landed.”


    Marsha and Carol exchanged a glance. In it, they asked if they wanted to take the chance on helping a stranger. In this new world, that wasn’t a good idea.


    “What ya got to trade for medicine?”


    Kendle thought fast. Not the gun, food, or water. “Blankets, a couple packs of batteries, box of candles...”


    “What about the plane?” Carol eyed the metal. It wasn’t rusting like everything they found now. It would be good material for increasing the strength of their caravan.


    Kendle slowly nodded. “I’ll get our gear out. No gas in it, though. We coasted in on fumes.”


    Marsha had been thinking about a plane all along. This land was dead. Staying was another bad idea, but those leading their little group had outvoted her. “Stand aside and we’ll check him over.”


    Kendle moved reluctantly, praying she wasn’t making a mistake.


    The two big women climbed inside, eyeing the gear and the well-built man shaking on the floor.


    “Feverish, rapid pulse.” Marsha knelt.


    Carol nodded, also making observations. “No puke or shit, though–not a virus.”


    She looked over to where Kendle was standing tensely in the narrow doorway. “How long you guys been here?”


    Kendle added. “A week or so.”


    “Land sickness?”


    Carol shrugged at Marsha’s guess. “Could be. He’s strong still.”


    Marsha glanced at Kendle, able to see more of the bite marks as the sun rose. “He do that to you?”


    Kendle shook her head, trying not to shudder. “No.”


    “The person dead now?”


    Kendle’s grin was answer enough.


    “We’ll give him a dose of antibiotics and give you the bottle. See that he takes three of the capsules every day and don’t hide any back for the next time. If he has an infection and you don’t give him all the meds, there won’t be a next time.”


    Luke struggled beneath the rough hands, hearing voices, but unable to make out the words. He’d never gotten sick so fast. He opened his eyes to see Kendle leaning over him in concern.


    “Let the medicine work. You’ll feel better.”


    Luke didn’t argue. He was too tired from listening to that ticking clock in his head again.


    Kendle stayed by his side as the caravan set up a tight camp around the plane and began to settle down for a few hours of sleep. As soon as Luke could be moved, she would load him into the small jeep she’d bartered for their remaining fruit–the sight of which had sent the all-female group into fits of drooling and shouted bids. The currency of the world had changed.
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    “What has he been doing here, Angie? What’s the secret goal of Safe Haven?”


    Angela tilted the book toward Marc so that he could read the title on the first page.


    How to fix our world, one problem at a time.


    Marc opened his mouth to scoff–to make light of that impossible goal–and found awe. Talk about high ambitions. He settled on the question that mattered most. “Can he?”


    Angela flipped the page, leaning closer so that they could both read.


     


    Step one: Write out a complete solution for all problems that cause murder.


    Two: Explore every possible outcome and account for them.


    Three: Go over each of these steps again.


    Four: Record the chosen results.


    Five: Put number four in the proper order according to consequence ripples.


    Six: Consider all worst-case scenarios.


    Seven: Repeat steps 1-7 until you’re 95% sure. Fate will cover the rest.


     


    There was a lot more listed under that one, but Marc wasn’t ready to even skim it. He leaned back on the mattress instead, stretching out. He had no doubt about what was in the stack of notebooks now. Adrian had repeated steps 1-7 until he came up with a plan. And then he’d begun to follow it, line by line. “Who the hell is he?”


    Angela sighed unhappily. “Mankind’s last hope.”


    Marc let his hand caress a curl. “I thought that was you.”


    Angela dimpled. “I’m an advisor. He’s the light.”


    Marc tossed out a wave of need. “You’re my light.”


    Angela’s smile took his breath and replaced it with hunger–the kind that had to be satisfied. Marc gently pulled her onto the bed.
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    “Again today?”


    Charlie denied the request regretfully. “No. We’d get caught.”


    Tracy ignored the disappointment. “You let me know when and I’m there.”


    Charlie stared at her, young heart racing. “We could do something else together.”


    Tracy started to say no and found herself asking what he had in mind.


    “Puppy duty, tray delivery, and babysitting are all on my list.” He watched for her reaction.


    Tracy sighed. “More FND, huh?”


    “Yes.”


    Charlie didn’t add anything more. Tracy was smart enough to know what he was doing for her.


    “Something fun afterwards?”


    “What would you like to do with me?”


    Charlie’s happiness gave his words a deeper ring than what she was used to. Tracy froze as an unexpected chill of desire ran over her skin. Sure he hadn’t meant it that way, she searched for a proper answer. “Whatever we can do alone.”


    Now Charlie froze. The images hitting him were…indecent, and he struggled to keep her from knowing. “I’ll think of something.”


    Tracy took in the red cheeks and stiff stance with understanding. He had remarkable control over his new hormones.


    “Okay… You sure your mom isn’t going to flip out? She has a mean swing.”


    Charlie grinned. “Over me, it would be the gun.”


    “All the more reason for us to be alone!” Tracy flushed. “Leave it alone, I mean. We should give this up.”


    “No.”


    Charlie’s firm tone wasn’t one she had the heart to argue with yet. Tracy still hesitated, though. Right now, it was innocent–he was helping her build a different future. When he’d offered, she hadn’t hesitated.


    “Because you like being with me, and how I make you feel. I don’t expect anything from you.”


    Tracy didn’t mind the mental invasion, but she refused to allow the lie. “Don’t you, kid?”


    Charlie didn’t lower his glowing orbs. “I only expect things from myself. It’s easier that way. Especially since I know what I’ll be capable of.”


    Tracy’s voice softened. “But you hope for things.”


    “Doesn’t everyone?” he hedged uncomfortably.


    “Yes.” Tracy sighed. “I suppose we all do that.” She let him lock their gazes. “And you’re prepared to be disappointed?”


    The teenager grinned. “I’ve already gotten what I hoped for.”


    Tracy gazed back steadily, mostly ignoring his weak pull. “Time with me?”


    Charlie pushed out that magnetic flame and sent it rushing over her body like he’d observed Adrian do. “It means more to me. You mean more.”


    Tracy suddenly couldn’t breathe. “How do you figure?”


    “Because I’ll still want you after.”


    “Don’t do that!” Tracy snapped sharply, body lighting up as if she were with Adrian.


    Charlie took a step closer. “Everything will be better with me.”


    Tracy felt a light brush along her lips, a mental caress, and shuddered in need. “Please don’t.”


    Charlie pulled the heat in, proud of himself. He’d practiced it on several camp women before attempting this moment. He waited for her to get control of herself, aware that he might have gone too far.


    “How do you do that?”


    Charlie kept his tone light. “It’s a long story, complicated.”


    Tracy snickered at the defensively eager answer. “Better to show, right?”


    Charlie flushed, but didn’t deny it.


    Tracy giggled. “I think we’ll save that for later–much later.”


    Charlie stiffened at the words and sent out another blast of heat. “Will there be a later, Tracy?”


    Electricity sparked. Charlie came closer as she thought about her answer. He put a hand on the stall door, leaning in. “Please?”


    Tracy sighed in defeat. She held no defense against him begging. “Yes, if you still want me when it’s legal.”


    “To hell with legal.” He brought them within a foot of each other. “I’ll be at your flap the day I make a team.”


    Tracy struggled to fight the attraction, to form words. “I won’t… I can’t… Stop that!”


    Charlie lifted his hand, wanting to feel her skin.


    “Excuse me.”


    They both spun from the powerful moment to find the new boy–Conner–leaning against the door.


    “You done? I gotta piss.”


    Flushing scarlet, Tracy hurriedly ducked under Charlie’s arm and fled the camper, forgetting her cleaning supplies.


    Conner limped toward the stall.


    Charlie went to help the wounded teenager, trying not to be angry about the interruption. At least he had finally let Tracy know where he was going with things. And she hadn’t exactly said no. He’d had to let her in a little to reach her. Sometimes that was hard to do here. So many of the refugees had ugly, greedy minds that hurt him. It was a relief to discover that Tracy wasn’t corrupt. Her concern was for hurting the dream.


    Or you, his demon offered. She doesn’t want you risking your neck for her.


    Too late for that. Charlie waited for Conner to finish.


    “She’s hot. Yours?”


    Conner’s question was blunt, curious, and friendly. Charlie didn’t pick up any disapproval. It made him careless. “Before the year is out, she will be.”


    Conner took in the determined fire and recognized the common soul. Charlie was like him…was Adrian his father?


    Charlie didn’t correct the thought, but he did bring up a thick wall. He now had secrets that he would defend harshly if provoked.
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    Angela flushed as she came from the tent. “How long have you been waiting?”


    “Just got here.” Kyle chuckled at what was clearly a lie.


    “Uh-huh.”


    Kyle snickered. “Maybe I should be later tomorrow?”


    “By an hour!” Marc called from inside the tent.


    Angela and Kyle laughed as they began walking.


    Kyle handed her a paper. “Nearest spring and places for supply pickups along the way. The water from the hot spring is thermal. Do we still have to clean it even though it’s sterile?”


    “Yes. Some of that water is thousands of years old. We’re not taking any chances with it. Who knows what nature might have cooked up down there? Try to collect from areas that are covered with green boxes. They were used as protection from debris and other contaminants.” The page went into her pocket. “What else?”


    “Did a spot count. Our thief is back.”


    Angela’s mind went to Danny, who she’d helped to expose. “Another one?”


    “Yes. We caught Danny red-handed, but Adrian was sure there was a second thief.” Kyle frowned. “We didn’t catch anyone else.”


    Angela stored that. “I’ll handle it. Next?”


    “Lee’s on point, as per Marc’s instructions, and off at lunch.” He paused, flipping pages. “Radio’s been quiet, but there were campfires in the distance last night. Zack checked it out, says they’ll probably all come by today. More sheep, not shepherds, that he saw... We’re good here for a few more days, unless that creek goes up. It’s cleared and netted. No one has duty over it, but we’ll go by it on rounds.”


    “Any signs of life?”


    “No, but it was dark. Might have overlooked things like that.”


    Angela slowed, noting the long lines. “Got a little more room. Keep going.”


    Kyle referred to the next page. “Questions from Conner on what all he’s allowed to do, and Jennifer wants to know when she gets to help.”


    Angela thought of what she’d seen. “Conner, I’ll handle myself. Tell Jennifer when she’s not weeks away from getting by the danger date. Tell her we need those babies more than we need a hand.”


    Kyle had told her the same thing, but Jenny was worried about losing her place.


    “Who is Li’s assistant today?”


    Kyle moaned in mock annoyance. “I forgot to give him one, so he drafted his own. Tonya.”


    “That explains the lines.”


    “Yeah. We’re keeping an eye on her.”


    Angela was noticed by those around them. She plastered a welcoming expression on, scanning the herd. She found worry, restlessness, boredom, and suspicion everywhere, but little anger or hostility as she got into line and was surrounded.


    “How’s Adrian?”


    “When’s he comin’ back?”


    “Why did he put you in charge?”


    Angela tried to keep her patience. “Hello. I’ve missed you, too. Yes, I’m fine and it’s nice to be back.”


    Her gentle reminder was ignored.


    “Come on!”


    “Quit stalling.”


    Angela scowled, piercing those closest with a cool glare. “Adrian’s recovering. He and John will decide when he’s able to return, and that’s a question you’ll have to ask Adrian. Now can I eat here or should I go back to the QZ mess?”


    They returned to their seats, leery and confused. They wanted answers, but she could only deliver them when it was time, when instinct said to. Right now, it said to set requirements on the respect they showed her.


    Angela walked through the full mess to the center table…her heart clenched for an instant. The wooden table was covered in good wishes from the entire camp, even the benches.


    Angela was still reading them when Tracy sat down across from her.


    “It was Leslie’s idea.” Tracy wanted credit to go where it was due.


    Angela traced the swirls and lines with an absent finger, deep in thought. Tracy’s next words snapped her into the present place and time.


    “Will you look…for me?”


    Angela, relying heavily on manipulations to keep control, understood the benefits from Tracy’s side, but she also saw them from her own. “Why didn’t you ask Charlie?”


    Tracy didn’t look up from swirling her spoon through instant potatoes. “Because you can make him stay away from me if you find bad things. I can’t do that.”


    “Why not?” Angela was already sure of the answer.


    Tracy’s cheeks flushed as her voice lowered to an embarrassed mutter. “He got in my head.”


    “And?” Angela prompted, tone cold. She’d known it was coming.


    “And he said he’ll come for me–openly–the day he makes a team.”


    Angela took that in, surprised. “Marc told him at least a year.”


    “I know, but in a year, if he keeps wearing me down…” Tracy sighed, miserably defensive. “I won’t be able to say no. If it’s not gonna work, you have to keep him out. I can’t do it now.”


    Angela leaned closer, voice growing pointed. “Do you honestly think it will take Charlie a full year to make a team?”


    Tracy paled as she understood. “Before he’s 15?”


    Angela wanted to comfort, but she wasn’t quite capable. She got as close to unbiased as she could.


    “I doubt the camp would kick up much fuss. Charlie appears to be able to do whatever he wants in this camp–like he’s Adrian’s…” Angela stopped herself from saying the rest.


    Tracy missed the pause in her sweep of the camp.


    When she lingered over Angela’s shoulder, there was no doubt it meant trouble.


    Ignoring the arriving people who called greetings or came toward her, Angela stood up, now fixed on the two men sitting alone with Jennifer. They had their backs to the center table, missing the sudden silence that allowed everyone to hear their cruel words.


    “Should have thrown you in a creek.”


    “Just a problem we’ll have to get rid of later.”


    “We don’t want your kind here.”


    Angela’s pace quickened. If Kyle heard that… “Damn.” Angela heard Marc’s steps behind her. His mild curse made her brace for the noise that was coming. Kyle had heard.


    The mobster flew by them an instant later.


    Tucker and Anderson saw him coming–or maybe felt it. Both men hurried to defend themselves, but it was already too late. Kyle’s fists rained down like thick pistons, firing until blood began to drip.


    Those closest scattered, but it was contained to a rear corner. Kyle’s swift, vicious hits kept the men trapped.


    Marc waited for Angela to stop him…and waited.


    Daryl finally got Kyle’s attention. “Jennifer’s bleeding.”


    Kyle shoved Tucker’s half-conscious frame away, spitting at him, “You’re out of the Eagles! You show up for a meeting and I’ll put you down on the spot!”


    Marc was still waiting for Angela to stop this, to take charge…and finally realized that she wasn’t going to. It was a camp lesson. Her first.


    Kyle carefully picked Jennifer up and stepped lightly. His face, terrifying seconds before, was now concerned and loving. The instant flip was powerful. The camp never saw Kyle when he was at his most dangerous or his most vulnerable. This was a reminder that there was a reason he was their top Eagle.


    As he went by, Angela noticed Daryl giving Crone, a member of their team, a nasty glare and stored it. After handing out punishments to Seth and Kyle, Daryl and his team had become looked to by the camp as enforcers. Just like her predecessor had, Angela was encouraging it. She knew Daryl was spying on Crone, who he thought was spending too much time with one of the young girls from Cesar’s camp.


    Angela turned to the two bloody men who were slowly picking themselves up. “Go spend some time with Doug. He has chores.”


    Tucker and Anderson were in no shape to argue.


    As they limped off without even basic medical care, Angela hit her button. “Send a clean-up crew to the main mess. Code Two.”


    Code Two meant it had to be disinfected. Angela helped the Eagles carry the soiled tables and benches out of the mess. The clean-up crew would spread sawdust over the blood splatters and then work on the tables. Within a short time, the mess would be restored. They were getting good at cleaning up after themselves.


    Angela turned to Kyle and Jennifer, and caught the brief look that he exchanged with Tracy. In the quick glance, Angela read concern for Jennifer, but also a bond between him and Tracy that shouldn’t have been there. She wasn’t the only one who noticed.


    Wrapped over his arm, head on his big shoulder, Jennifer also saw the look and instantly added up the clues. “You lied to me!”


    Already leaving sporadic drips, blood began to roll over Kyle’s arm and fall to the dirt in ominous splatters.


    “Where’s he going with no punishment?”


    “Why is he allowed to beat people?”


    “Teacher’s pet.”


    The disorder around them rang in Angela’s mind and despair came for the first time. If they couldn’t understand that Anderson and Tucker had deserved what they got, how would she ever get them to fight for her? “These people don’t stand a chance against the government. I need more weapons.”


    Kevin grunted agreement with Angela’s mutter as they went to help the Eagles settle things down.


    A group of men eating close by exchanged pointed looks. Each of the five men were Eagles, but none of them had been noticed yet. They’d bonded during teamwork and had been trying to come up with an idea that would give them some glory while doing something big for the camp.


    “Weapons.” Theo dropped his eyes to the lunch they were nearly finished with. “I might have built a few things like that in my time.” He raised a brow, including the others. “Anyone else?”


    All of them raised a subtle finger. Engineers were notorious weapons examiners. Some loved them and some hated them, but everyone wanted to know how they worked.


    Theo returned to his Manhattan. “Anyone want to meet in my tent after evening mess for cards? Closed game.”


    The time was narrowed down and the five Eagles faded back into obscurity, but the sense that their purpose had just been revealed was clear.
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    Charlie took Conner to Adrian, calling a quiet greeting to John and Anne.


    “How is he?”


    “I’ll live.” Adrian hated his weak voice.


    The boys each took a side of the bed as John left Jennifer’s cot to inspect Conner’s wound. The pregnant girl was sedated. Kyle was in the chair at her side, looking broken.


    Charlie shot a quick thought to Adrian while everyone was distracted.


    Conner thinks you’ve fathered other children since him, that I’m yours.


    I wish you were. Adrian slammed the wall down too late.


    Charlie’s face darkened. “She doesn’t!”


    Adrian’s pain was almost tangible. I know. It’s always ‘my Marc’.


    Charlie withered under his idol’s sarcastic misery. “I’m sorry.”


    Adrian held out a hand. “So am I, son. You’ll help me stay out?”


    Charlie slowly took Adrian’s hand. His anger, most of it anyway, came from remembering how he’d once wished for Adrian to be his dad. You have to leave them alone. It will destroy Safe Haven.


    “I’d never hurt my sheep...” Adrian’s body relaxed as sleep claimed him again.


    “I believe in you.” Charlie patted his hand, understanding the drugs were in control of Adrian’s mind right now.


    Conner turned to find Charlie bent low in concern, hand gripping Adrian’s.


    He promised! He wasn’t supposed to have more kids! Conner straightened, rage pulsing. “Did he kill your mother, too?”


    Charlie gently covered Adrian up. “Almost. He used her for bait to draw out the slavers. It saved the whole camp and turned her into someone I don’t know most days.”


    Conner tried to sneer, but the pain of losing his mom made him sympathetic to the misery he read in Charlie’s mind. He settled for a warning. “Watch out. Once he’s in her head, she’s lost.”


    Charlie understood that’s why Adrian had said stay out, not away. The more time he spent with her mentally, the stronger the bond would become.


    Charlie flashed a surprised grin at Conner. “You don’t know it, but you just helped me out, big time. I may even owe you for it.”


    Charlie left without explaining that if he spent mental time with Tracy, she would want him more. It always worked that way with their kind. Hadn’t Adrian himself said so during one of their private talks?


    Yes. Charlie pulled up the correct memory file.


    “They don’t even have to like us for the bonds to start. Be careful who you choose to ensnare. You may not be able to get rid of them.”


    Charlie’s pace quickened. He knew exactly what to do now. He did owe Conner. Maybe they could even be friends or something once Conner was placed in the Jr. Eagles. He couldn’t hang out with Conner until that happened. An unproven friend didn’t factor into Charlie’s plans.
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    “The bleeding stopped, but it’s just a matter of time. No way she’ll make it to September.”


    Angela had been fairly sure, but she was also hoping she was wrong. If nothing changed, the twins would be here before the government. “And Adrian?”


    John gestured. “He’ll live.”


    Angela had been waiting to hear John say it before letting herself believe. She hadn’t been sure, either. His wounds had become infected so fast that it was a miracle. “When will he…”


    “A while!” John had already heard the question too many times to pretend he had patience left. “At least two weeks.”


    Angela understood John was protecting his patient, but these people needed Adrian back at the helm as soon as possible. “Any chance of half that? He won’t want to lie around, and we’ll pump him full of energy.”


    John wasn’t ready to deny it could happen. “I’d be surprised.”


    Angela had to let it go at that. “Two weeks, huh?” She sighed, staring at Adrian’s medication-calmed face. Want to or not, she could tell how weak he was, how the infection had drained him. “Fine. I’ll adjust for two weeks instead of one. How soon can he travel?”


    “Five days for camp travel.”


    “Too long.” Angela adjusted her plan. “Have him ready in three.”


    She didn’t stay to hear the arguments she already knew. They were on a deadline. She couldn’t afford the extra days here. That one delay might cost them in the end, and she wasn’t taking the chance. Jennifer and Adrian’s health would be covered as best they could. The rest was up to fate.


    “Good girl.” Adrian was surfacing in quick, blurry moments.


    John scowled at Adrian’s tender murmur, but didn’t scold. She was Safe Haven’s leader. The camp came first. Adrian had trained her well, and John hated him a little for it. The gentle Angela who had joined them in South Dakota wasn’t coming back.


    Angela went to the little mess, refusing to dwell on morbid thoughts. She didn’t need to call Kevin over when he saw her quick stride. He appeared at her hip with his notebook out before she could hit the button on her radio.


    Angela settled at the center table as Li Sing hurried over with hot tea. She thanked him, and waited until he was out of earshot to start giving instructions. “Adrian needs the magic users. They’ll each have five minutes, every day for the next three. Tell them I said he’s empty. It’s been a while since Adrian was forced to draw. He’s usually surrounded, and they may need to insist.”


    Confused, Kevin noted it for later. “How do I…”


    “Talk to Kenn and Kyle first. They’re tight these days for some reason that I should probably be worried over.”


    Kevin didn’t like that. “I’ll look into that too.”


    Angela didn’t tell him no. That part of Kevin’s new job–spying and rumor-gathering–was what would keep a leader abreast of coming trouble. “I want Leslie on the QZ today. Give her a senior man who won’t be a distraction. She has to know how to work these kids.”


    Angela saw Peggy and Hilda walking by on the other side of the tape, and Anne coming from inside the QZ toward them. The trio stopped, talking casually at first, but the conversation apparently took an interesting turn because all three females lowered their voices and went toward a less traveled section of the circular path that wound through camp.


    Curious, but not worried, Angela turned to tell Kevin to find out what that was about, and found him already writing it down.


    She didn’t offer any encouragement, but Kevin could feel that he’d pleased her. It lightened the shadows on his scruffy face.


    “How are you adjusting to being my right hand?”


    “That’s Marc.” He was leery of traps.


    “You know what I meant.”


    Kevin did. “It’s different.”


    “You ready to give it up?”


    Aware of the wording, Kevin refused. “No.”


    “Good. You’re quiet, you pay attention, and so far, I’m not falling behind. I’d hate to have to break in a rookie.”


    Kevin was startled into a place of contentment that he hadn’t known he was lacking. This was how Kenn and the others felt when they did something right. It’s...amazing.


    Angela motioned toward the buffet. “Cynthia stayed with Adrian until dawn. She could use breakfast in bed today. Feel like dropping a tray?”


    Kevin didn’t need to be asked twice. He assumed it was a reward for sticking with the duty he’d been given.


    Angela let him think that, smothering the guilt. She had a short amount of time to work on this first plan. The Major’s men should be at the bunker within the next 10 days. That was how long she had to persuade the camp to fight, and a great deal of that success would rest upon Matt and Mitch behaving as she’d foreseen.


    “I counted on their weaknesses.” Angela listened to Kevin load up a tray and leave. “Two dogs, for a herd of 300 sheep and shepherds. We’ve done worse.”


    Angela stared at the ants rooting through their ever-growing garbage pile, freezing. She’d just had an idea so unimaginable that the new leader inside had insisted she explore it.


    The ants viewed Safe Haven as a food source, often digging up anything they buried, and they were aggressive about defending their hills–which they built whenever Safe Haven stayed camped. They were leaving behind a mutation legacy in every state, with a trail for fresh antlings to follow so they could catch up to the colony.


    Angela had little doubt that the hills were stocked with food and protectors. The ants were evolving at an alarming rate and every sign she picked out screamed intelligence. For example, the bait balls no longer worked. The colony simply sacrificed a few of their soldiers to carry the poison away from the hills. They buried it out of the scent line and then crawled off to die alone. Samantha and Neil had complete documentation on that one. They’d been sent out on more than a few observation trips during Adrian’s command. They’d discovered that the ants were cleaning up the towns as the colony went by. That could be useful.


    “You got anything for me?”


    Angela hadn’t realized he was her open shadow today. “Yes, actually. Nice timing.”


    Kyle didn’t tell her that he’d observed that look on Adrian’s face enough to know what it meant. The difference was that Kenn was usually the one who had the honor of hearing the new idea or plan first. He also didn’t say he couldn’t stand to be cooped up in that tent any longer. She knew.


    “Ask Dog, and then Jennifer, this question: Can they talk to the ants?”


    Kyle stared, dumbfounded.


    Angela returned to her thinking. What would the insects want if someone could bridge the communication gap?


    Kyle recovered slowly. “Why Jenny?”


    Angela’s answer wasn’t a comfort.


    “If she wants you to know, she’ll answer that.”


    Kyle waved Billy over to cover his post, going to the tent where they had Dog stashed. Apparently, there was a lot he still didn’t know about Jennifer and her gifts, and this was a bad time to be low on details.
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    As Angela left the mess, she saw Samantha climb from the front seat of Jeremy’s truck. The couple had moved there when the rain began.


    Angela saw the gentle kiss Samantha placed on his cheek, the way she smoothed hair back over his sleeping face. That was more than the response of a close friend or a relief source. Samantha loved Jeremy.


    Angela hadn’t realized it was possible for Samantha to have real feelings for both males, and she stared hard, thinking it through. For every action, there was always an equal and opposite reaction...


    Samantha went to her team leader’s side, not answering the silent questions. Angela had her own triangle going on. She’d figure it out in time.


    Angela scowled at the thought, turning to watch John and Anne enter the medical tent.


    Samantha waited, slightly impatient and a bit groggy. When Jeremy woke, he would come for her and she wanted to be too busy to talk until he cooled off. Hoping to speed things along, Samantha took her notebook out and found a pen. She rubbed at her hip, thinking at least now she knew where the red line had come from. She hadn’t remembered the pen was in her pocket when she crashed.


    “I want a list of things that will make John’s life easier.” Angela picked out his ginger movements through the medical tent window.


    Samantha started writing as she spoke. “Less carrying–a gopher to stay with him. Less climbing. I’ll ask Neil. Pain relief is Tonya, but I doubt she’ll give it to me…”


    Angela waited.


    “I’ll have Marc ask her.” Samantha dug into the assignment. “All the women want him, so she won’t say no. More rest…”


    “Say that again.”


    Samantha tensed at the order. “Which part?”


    “Pain relief.”


    Samantha’s shoulders unhitched. “Well that’s what we should have been giving cancer patients all along, right? I read a Post article on it.”


    Angela raised a brow and Samantha quickly explained. “Scientists were brewing it as a tea and an oil, I think. They’d sent it into remission in lab rats, but the government wouldn’t renew their funding.”


    Angela didn’t have to consider the outcome on this one. “Tell Tonya that Marc wants it and I’m paying–a trade of her choice.”


    Samantha went toward the couples’ tents to deliver the messages, understanding Angela didn’t want Marc to owe Tonya. Samantha agreed with that choice. Reformed or not, the redhead was dangerous.
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    Jeremy didn’t want to wake up. The dream had pulled him in deep and the flashing numbers in his mind were definitely a pattern. If he could stay here in the dark with Samantha, he could get the last two numbers and break the code.


    “Why do you need to?”


    Samantha’s voice didn’t echo, but Jeremy still cringed. No one was supposed to know of his obsession.


    “Too late for that.” Sam used a neutral tone. “But I have to know why. I won’t let anyone hurt him, not even you.”


    “I’m not a traitor.” Jeremy was still trying to memorize the next two numbers.


    “They’ll be able to track us if you break the code.”


    Jeremy knew that, but it didn’t matter. “I have to do this.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t know. I wake up thinking about the code, you, and the future–in that order.”


    “I can’t let you have it until you know why.” Samantha hated to deny him. “The risk is too great.”


    The darkness around them lightened and the flashing roman numerals vanished.


    “No!”


    “Jeremy!”


    Jeremy snapped awake with a snarl. Samantha knew the code and she wasn’t giving it to him.


    “Jeremy, you up?”


    “Yeah!”


    Daryl frowned at the curt tone. “You have sniper duty over the boss in an hour.”


    Which one? Jeremy sat up. “Okay.” He didn’t care who their leader was right now. Being denied the final numbers was more than frustrating and he got up with a fresh scowl of anger. It would be a long day. He had QZ duty after sniper rounds and until he could be alone with Samantha, everyone had better stay out of his way.
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    “Seth’s back.”


    Angela hit her mike. “Copy.”


    She went to observe his team pulling into the QZ parking area.


    Seth came straight to her. “They’re gone. They tried to give us the slip in the fog. We tracked them until dawn. They went west.”


    “That will have to be good enough.” Angela pushed away the lingering concern. She would have preferred no survivors.


    Seth frowned slightly. “We could find them...”


    Angela heard the unspoken words–I’ll go back and do it. I’m capable of that too. “Not unless they come back here. We have bigger problems.”


    Both of them glanced toward the medical tent, where John and Anne’s shadows were moving calmly.


    “Anything else out there you think I need to know about?”


    Seth thought of the enormous herd of elk moving north, though it was now officially summer. “Nothing we haven’t been observing all along.”


    “Okay. Get some rest.”


    Seth waved off the compassion. All he wanted right now was Becky. Being around those hard females had reminded Seth of his duty to her. He was going to increase Becky’s training now that her body had received some recovery time. In a few months, she would be as dangerous as those snakes. Then, he would start handling her other needs. Mental healing was a slow process and Becky needed a guide through it.
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    “Get off me, Neil!”


    “Make me.”


    “I’m warning you…”


    Neil braced, but he didn’t let her up off the tent floor. It was her first Kai lesson, but he’d done it differently with her, based on her terrors. Every lesson she got from him for a while would be hands-on to help her learn to fight Rick’s ghost.


    Becky felt the ugly rage rear its head and snapped her mouth shut. Neil didn’t understand how much she hated to be touched now. He had to learn to respect her.


    Becky let the anger loose.


     


    Seth broke into a run at the sight of smoke oozing through tiny holes in their tent.


    He shoved inside the smoldering canvas to find Neil on his knees, eyes bugging.


    “Seth!” Becky ran to embrace him and the trance broke, letting Neil free.


    He fell onto the floor with a gasp. “Pass!”


    Becky giggled, letting Seth hold her tightly. “I got Neil! He didn’t know what I can do now.”


    Seth let out the breath he’d been holding, realizing Neil was giving a lesson. Around them, the tiny holes were growing, slowly burning through the damp fabric. That, with the puddle in the corner and broken plastic scattered across the floor, said he hadn’t remained in control.


    Neil wasn’t moving, just drawing in ragged breaths.


    Seth gently pushed Becky back. “What did she do to you?”


    Neil groaned. “There was a knee in my mind. I said only physical attacks work on me.”


    “So, I kicked him for real.” Becky shrugged. “He hit the stove when he fell. Sorry about the tent.”


    But she didn’t sound sorry. In fact, she sounded happy.


    Seth smirked. “Paybacks are a bitch.”


    Neil moaned again. “You have no idea.”


    Becky’s easy laughter floated through the air. “He landed on my knife, I think, and doesn’t want to say so. He needs stitches in his ass.”


    Seth threw his hands up. He’d been worried about Becky! “Come on, then. You hurt him, you help carry him.”


    Becky slid an arm around Neil without hesitating.


    Seth filed that as they got the dazed trooper to his feet.


    Blood smeared over their hands and arms in the process. Becky frowned. “You are hurt.”


    Seth stayed quiet as they carried him to John. Becky had touched Neil, and now she’d shown concern for him. She didn’t hate him anymore.


    Neil had the same thought, but it was hard to concentrate through the throbbing. He should have been expecting the physical reaction. That’ll teach me to ignore rumors.


    Samantha appeared at Seth’s side. Seth prepared to defend Becky. He didn’t think she would find this funny.


    “What happened?”


    “Rebecca got a little carried away.” It was the only concession Seth meant to give.


    Samantha turned an ugly glare on him. “I thought you said he’d be okay!”


    Seth huffed. “It wasn’t my idea to give her a kai lesson!”


    Samantha took that in the same way Seth had–Becky was recovering. She cleared her throat. “Well, he knows to be more careful now, I guess.”


    Becky moved so that Samantha could take her place, then she slid under the shelter and isolation of Seth’s free arm. She didn’t speak.


    All of them understood her forgiveness hadn’t extended to Samantha.


    Neil, trying not to hit his knees again, pulled out of their grip. “The doctor needs to sew my ass together and reattach my balls. Excuse me.”


    The trio behind him was still cackling when Neil disappeared into the tent.


    Samantha quieted first. Jeremy was coming her way.


    She leaned toward Seth. “Jeremy needs to cool off a bit. Think your girlfriend’s ready for distraction lesson A?”


    Seth saw Becky’s eager grin and sighed. “If you want both your men in the tent with Adrian, you could just tell us, you know. You don’t have to hurt them to get them there.”


    Samantha smirked and ducked out of sight behind the water tanker.


    Her shadow, Alex, hurried to catch up as Seth and Becky intercepted Jeremy.
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    “Here is the basket you asked for.” Li Sing set it on her table.


    Angela quickly thanked him and left. She had a test to run. It was a small one that she expected few people to notice, but there was a sense that it mattered more than she knew at this point.


    “What is she...” Jake hit the button on his radio before considering the consequences. “Marc to the Nursery.”


    Angela turned around to glare at the rookie. Don’t do that again.


    The order rang in Jake’s mind as if she’d slapped him. Yes, ma’am.


    Angela stormed out of the perimeter, basket in hand. She went further than she’d planned in her anger.


    Let it go. This is new to them.


    Adrian’s weak voice in her mind made Angela wince. She didn’t want him there now.


    I’d like to watch.


    Angela sighed, grabbing a handful of the food as the soldier ants began to take notice of her. Two minutes, then get out.


    Adrian stayed silent, sensing the walls she was hastily constructing to keep him out of her thoughts. He didn’t try to get in them, just observed. As soon as Marc arrived, he would pull back and watch from that angle.


    Angela tossed a handful of the food into a heavy center of the busy ants and managed to hit the dead waterfowl they’d been cutting apart. Food and decay flew across the blue grass.


    The smaller ants fled quickly and the larger ants followed. It occurred to Angela that the cicadas were mostly gone now, but their eggs weren’t. They were in the molding trees and bushes–all aboveground. Angela wondered if that was because of the ants. Were the ants a new food source?


    Once the minors were out of range, the soldier ants came to inspect the food. After a minute or so, they began to pick it up and take it to the minors.


    “Interesting.”


    Two larger ants came near the food. Bigger, with red spots on their heads, they had big jaws that she thought might be capable of severing a finger. They stared at her and Angela stared back, listening for Marc’s steps.


    Crunch! Crunch!


    Angela went toward the ants, acting afraid, and then she was in Marc’s arms, flying back toward the tape.


    “Stop! Look at them.”


    The two soldier ants had followed. They were only a few feet away.


    “Put me down.”


    Marc did reluctantly, not sure what she was doing.


    “Back up a few feet.” She moved toward the two soldier ants. “And throw me something–food, candy, whatever.”


    Marc tossed her the bun he’d swiped from the mess on his rounds. He tensed as she neared the ants, ready to grab her again. Those jaws had to be sharp.


    Angela knelt and held out the bun as she keyed her mike. “The first man who shoots is out of the Eagles.”


    Marc scowled. “Be reasonable.”


    Angela ignored him, staring at the closest ant. It had slowed when she knelt, but it was approaching the food steadily now.


    Angela held onto it for an instant as the ant touched the bun, then let it go. She left her hand out.


    The ant came forward...


    Marc swept her into his arms again.


    “They’re chasing you! Stop.”


    Marc stopped, drawing his gun.


    Angela sighed, happiness evaporating. “Put it away. I’m trying to make friends.”


    “Of course, you are.” Marc snorted as he carried her to the tape anyway and put her on her feet. “You’ll bring them straight into camp if you start feeding them that way.”


    Angela’s voice was thoughtful. “You think so?”


    She resumed her rounds, going toward the parking area. She’d expected the ants to avoid everything they threw now that they’d been killing them for so long.


    “We’re a migrating food source.” Angela waved as Kyle came running toward her. “We’re feeding them even though we don’t want to, with our garbage and such, right?”


    Kyle controlled his breathing, shooting an annoyed glare at Jake. “Yes. That’s part of why Adrian has us bury the supplies. It makes it harder if there’s a crate.”


    Angela gestured to where the ants were coming closer, taking the food and carrying it to their hills. “No more killing them. Pass it on.”


    Kyle was confused, but he didn’t ask why. The ants were a tiny part of their problems.


    Angela slowly made her way over to Doug, who was supervising the next section of portable wall being attached to what they’d already constructed. If it weren’t lined up perfectly, the smaller ants and wildlife would still be able to get through. “How’s the arm?”


    Doug was studying Zack’s boys. “Just a scratch.”


    Zack’s sons were on probation, told if they got out of line one single time, they would be banished without their father. Those who knew better had been careful not to reveal the bluff. The three boys were helping with preparations and chores. Only time would tell if Safe Haven’s light could turn them from the path they were on.


    “How goes our wall?”


    Doug disapproved openly. “Too slowly.”


    Angela leaned in. “I’ll bet Peggy would be glad to get the camp’s women out here to help.”


    Doug started to protest colorfully, and then remembered who he was now talking to. He quickly changed the wording. “How would that work?”


    Angela smirked, moving on. “I think it probably depends on how you ask her.”


    Peggy and Millie were now working in the medical tents when John needed them. The camp had forgiven them when Brett, Millie’s husband and pimp, had chosen to split rather than be dragged back into a medical career. Doug and the Eagles, however, were still being cold. Doug didn’t realize the men were waiting on him to forgive her. They couldn’t until he did and Doug hadn’t yet. They sat together at meals when their schedules merged, but it was clear that there were worlds between them.


    Kevin turned to Daryl as she went by. “Is that a good idea, getting the females out here?”


    Daryl liked it that Kevin knew to keep his voice down, but he couldn’t approve the tone. A leader’s assistant had to trust them. “Do you have a better way? The camp females are the only workable labor we have right now that isn’t already being used.”


    Kevin accepted the scolding tone with a sigh. He still wasn’t sure that he wanted this place, despite finding out from Zack that it had been one of Adrian’s last recommendations before going into Little Rock. Adrian had left detailed instructions, in small bits, with all of his top men. Not enough to cause complete chaos at the time, he had made sure a successor would have a solid support structure based on equal footing.


    “What’s the worst that could happen?” Daryl prompted, loving his new life at moments like these. He, too, was a leader of men.


    “Work on the wall will slow.”


    Daryl snorted. “Is that possible? They’ve been at it for hours and only have two panels up.”


    Kevin understood the point as they watched Eric and Timmy struggle to get it lined up, and Mike purposely hung his end crooked.


    Kevin caved. “Fair enough.” Even untrained, weaker camp women would take the job more seriously. “Those three are trouble. We’ll end up guarding them, like with Matt.”


    Daryl didn’t answer the obvious. “If you have ideas, she’ll want to hear them.”


    Daryl didn’t add more.


    Kevin didn’t push for details like he knew Daryl was hoping. If he decided he wanted this job, he would find out everything he could, but until then, he planned to maintain a small distance. Kevin had a lot of irons in the fire, from radioman to leading his own team, but the most powerful draw in Safe Haven for him was enjoying breakfast in bed.


    Both men observed as Angela stopped by the QZ desk on her rounds. The teens appeared nervous.


    Daryl waved a few more men toward them. The new arrivals from this stop would be heavily screened and viewed with complete mistrust until they were cleared medically and mentally.


    “Should I…”


    “Yes.”


    Kevin went to Angela’s side.


    Daryl gave Kyle a nod across the din. Hesitant or not, Kevin had the instinct required for the position. Now they would see if he developed the desire for it. Without that, he would be switched out for someone with the proper enthusiasm.


     


     


    11


    Neil saw Samantha enter the QZ and reluctantly turned to sweep the rest of his area and then the main camp. Slacking off wasn’t allowed. Everyone was still snickering over earlier, and though the wounds were minor, his pride couldn’t take another blow right now.


    Jeremy joined Neil, and also stood with his back to the QZ. It felt odd, but with Marc as Angela’s sniper, the strangers were in danger, not her.


    “We’ve started packing things up for the move.” Jeremy didn’t meet his eye. “Ahead of schedule. Samantha said it was a good idea to be ready.”


    “Then it probably is.” Neil tried to be neutral. He understood that Samantha wouldn’t be happy with either of them, so she’d chosen both. And Adrian had known, approved it.


    Jeremy was trapped between shame and anger in the light of day. He couldn’t take much of the silent treatment. He resumed his rounds without a second attempt at conversation. Like Neil, he wasn’t strong enough to walk away from Samantha. The taste was surprisingly sour at times and incredibly sweet at others.


    “He’s the only one who knows what it’s like for you.”


    Neil jumped. He hadn’t heard Cynthia come up behind them.


    “If you two ever come together to care for her needs, I believe she might be happy for the first time in her life.”


    Neil waited, thinking Samantha had made another friend who was as hard as she was.


    “She’s like Adrian–it takes more to get her there.”


    Neil had to turn at that remark, scowling.


    Cynthia beat him to it. “Not that you didn’t do good, ‘cause clearly, you did. I mean in other ways. One person tending her isn’t enough.”


    “What does she need?”


    The question surprised both of them, but Cynthia couldn’t give him the clarity he was hoping for.


    “The same as Adrian and Angela, I’d imagine. Devotion, loyalty, obedience, support, but also your insights, your guidance, the instincts, and protection. Look at it this way: What if Adrian only had Kenn to see to his mind? How much worse would he suffer?”


    Neil snorted, thinking of all the planning and work it took to keep someone like Adrian happy. The blond was a multi-tasker from hell.


    Cynthia lowered her voice as Samantha came toward them. “Pretend she’s him, and I’d say things will get easier.”


    Neil found he could do that easily, but he didn’t start working on it. He was still mulling over Becky’s words about forgiveness. She’d told him it didn’t matter, that in the end, it wasn’t her choice to make.


    “The nightmares decide my mood on any given day.”


    Neil understood how that could be, and he wanted to change it for her. Becky deserved peace and Neil had chosen to give it to her if he could. I owe her that.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Six



    Surrounded By Killers
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    Angela paused outside the tent where they’d chosen to hold their second meeting. She had instructed Kenn to have the leaders of each team collect the ideas and plans so the number of people would be half what she’d had yesterday. The third and final meeting would be her and the top five men in camp.


    Noting the green sunset, Angela hit her mike. “Kyle, join us, please.”


    “Copy.” There was curiosity in his tired response.


    She waited outside for him, waving the others on when they would have lingered.


    Kyle moved faster when he saw who was waiting for him.


    When they were alone, listening to the gentle murmur of men inside the canvas comparing plans, Angela glanced at Kyle. “You once told me if I needed anything I should talk to you. Remember that moment, Reece?”


    Kyle stiffened at the name, now aware that something was coming. “Of course. And yes, I meant it.”


    Angela noticed he didn’t immediately ask what she wanted. She understood that was in case it involved Jennifer, who was still in the medical tent, resting under supervision.


    “I’d like to offer you a job change to third in command.”


    Kyle gaped, unable to form a response.


    Angela didn’t wait. “I’m not Adrian. I won’t expect as much, but I can’t have a top dog who serves two masters, like Kenn would. I need men who belong to me, the way Adrian’s do. I’m offering one of those places to you.”


    Kyle still wasn’t sure what to say. “No one’s going to like this. Neil and Doug both…”


    “Serve in other ways,” Angela interrupted, sure that she now had the complete attention of everyone inside the tent. “Adrian will be out of commission for at least the next two weeks and we are short on time.”


    Kyle searched her nervously. “You’ll give it all up the second he says he’s ready?”


    “Before that, if I can.”


    “Then it would be my honor to serve you.”


    “Adrian and Marc will probably be the only ones who don’t eventually think we’re trying to take control while the boss is hurt. You may lose friends and gain enemies.”


    Kyle snorted, holding the flap open for her. “We all expected you to reform the chain of command. I just thought you’d pick Neil or Doug, or even Zack, over me.”


    “So did a lot of people.” She didn’t smile. This job required her to be surrounded by killers. Nothing less would save them.


    Angela went to the front of the tent and got to work. “Let’s hear the weakest solutions first–the ones that do not cost us lives. Marc, you start.”
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    While nice, and flush with game, the Toltec Mounds State Park was too open for their liking. Angela was eager to be gone. They’d enjoyed the flat land around the mounds, and the bit of history attached to the location, but it was enough to keep the shield around the camp most nights. Angela brought it up now, but she made sure the guards saw she was just being cautious.


    Angela felt the waves of coolness as she neared the medical tent. They were in direct contrast to the humid evening breeze, but it matched the concerns of the men she’d left behind. They hadn’t been happy with her answers, or lack of them. The bad vibes could be coming from anywhere.


    When she walked by Adrian’s bed and got a hard stare, she understood who was upset. It took a minute to figure out the possible reasons why, something she did while John gave her a quick update.


    “He’s better, but not out of the woods.” John extended Adrian’s chart. “He’s still fighting the infection, I think.”


    Angela checked the next page, hating how low his blood count was. “I think the drugs stopped me from being able to heal the wound fully.”


    John didn’t answer.


    Anne’s thought was clear. He always worries until there’s signs of improvement.


    Angela handed the chart back. “He looks mostly on track to me and the witch is snoozing quietly, so why don’t you do the same?”


    John started to argue, but Anne took his arm. “That’s a wonderful idea. Come on.”


    John reluctantly let Anne lead him from the tent as Kevin called Millie in for her first shift on medical duty.


    Aware of the audience, Angela started the conversation mentally as she sank into the chair at Adrian’s side. How do you feel?


    Betrayed.


    Ah. He’d been expecting death.


    Do you know what you’ve done?


    Angela leaned against the tent. “Tell me.”


    You’ve traded my life for your son’s.


    Angela tensed. “What are you talking about?”


    Adrian concentrated on the anger instead of the agony. I believe Marc used his lifeline on Dog.


    Angela gasped, fists clenching as that fell into place. If anything happened now, they wouldn’t be able to heal Charlie!


    Adrian wanted to remain angry, but the waves of misery coming from her had comfort spewing out. Shannon didn’t use hers and it became mine. I’ll use it for Charlie. Calm down. Stop. Breathe.


    Angela wasn’t sure why she was reacting as if Charlie was injured now, but the witch wasn’t speaking up and that was a bad sign. The sense of doom was so strong that she could taste it.


    With her walls down, Adrian read the feeling and immediately assumed that was why he had been spared. At some point, he would be asked to give his life for Angela’s son. I will do it willingly.


    Angela caught the thought and frowned deeper. She was calming–when Adrian made a vow, he meant it–but knowing that he was so willing to die was haunting on several levels. She didn’t want this job he’d gifted her with, and there was definitely no way she could do it alone. “I’m going to send some people in. Draw from them.”


    Adrian wanted to refuse. He should be dead and yet, here he was, expected to resume the burden that had put him here in the first place. He couldn’t help feeling resentful. “I’m not empty.”


    Angela knew that to be a lie, and let it go. The people she’d sent had orders to insist. “Do you need anything?”


    “Time with Charlie and Conner.”


    “You’d have them be friends?”


    Adrian remembered not to nod. Movement hurt. “More like brothers.”


    Angela slammed a wall down on the thoughts that produced. “I have no problem with it. Maybe Charlie can help him forgive you.”


    Adrian winced. “I don’t deserve that.”


    “Then why?”


    “They’ll be a support system that the others here will look to for strength and ideas.”


    “Our replacements.”


    Adrian didn’t spend energy denying it. “Yes.”


    Angela thought about saying Charlie was only interested in Tracy, but couldn’t. That might be his focus right now, but it would change after he’d gotten, or been denied, what he was seeking. And what would he want then? “I’ll arrange it.” No matter how things went with him and Tracy, a solid friendship with Conner would help Charlie.


    Adrian drifted as the pain increased. Drained of energy, his body was having a difficult time regenerating the blood he’d lost and it was slowing the healing process.


    Angela listened to some of the thoughts floating through the tent and just outside it. Things appeared calm. She needed a report from Marc.


    Adrian heard her stand up and opened his eyes. “Thank you.”


    Angela stared, picking out concerns and feeling more of him now, more of his light, than she ever had. There was also more darkness. Adrian had been brought down. First, by the wounds and infection, and then again by how easily his camp had changed hands. He knew it was because of his carefully laid plans, but the proof was having a disastrous consequence. It said he wasn’t needed and for someone like Safe Haven’s fearless leader, that was a crushing blow. In his plans, he hadn’t been alive to get in the way.


    Vanilla ran along his senses, turning him into a mass of regret. The power of her magic had pushed him over a line there was no recovering from. Adrian used what strength he had and sent a mental hand to touch her cheek.


    Angela felt his gentle caress and jerked away in anger. “Don’t do that!”


    Adrian grinned in lethal defiance. “I’m done hiding how I feel. You should have let me die.”


    The radio crackled loudly in the charged silence. “Raven to the QZ gate.”


    Still locked in eye combat with Adrian, she hit the button on the belt. “Copy.”


    Adrian studied her face, pushing his magic out in a hard blast. “When Marc’s not enough anymore, I’ll know. I’ll feel it.”


    Electricity sparked violently as Angela read what he was trying to hide, but his secret plans didn’t change the fact that he meant every word.


    “And I’ll be waiting for that moment, craving it.”


    She turned for the flap at the panicked sense of need. “That’s what I’m afraid of!”


    Adrian closed his lids in satisfied frustration. She felt it, her words confirmed that, but the defiant anger in the tone suggested a long battle with herself before she got to that point.


    “I can wait.” He slipped into his glaring dream world. “And then I’ll love you until I’m dead, the same as Marc.”


    Angela didn’t react. The woman inside understood his anger was at how he had to use her…and how she was allowing it.


    His personal feelings are growing, the witch stated bluntly, not appearing to care. It means he will make sure that you and those you love will always survive.


    “Even if his life is the price?”


    The witch didn’t cackle in amusement, but it laced her answer. Oh, yes. He’d throw it all away for the chance to love you even once.


    Angela shoved the demon aside in revulsion. “Not true!”


    The silence spoke volumes.


    Angela stormed from the tent and smacked into the hard chest about to enter it.


    “Be careful!” She shoved by him.


    Kenn watched her go with a speculative expression, but inside, he knew what had caused her anger. He went to Adrian’s side with a slight frown. “How are you this morning?”


    Adrian grunted, barely awake.


    Kenn did something he never thought he would. He scolded Adrian. “You have to stop playing with her. You’ll hurt the dream.”


    Adrian was shocked by who it was coming from.


    Kenn took the chair, opening his notebook. “You once told me that a man couldn’t have a high place here and her, that no one could balance the two.”


    Adrian’s depression swarmed over them both. “I don’t have a high place anymore.”


    Kenn understood a lot from those words. “You’d have to kill Marc.”


    Adrian didn’t respond.


    Kenn scowled. “Snap out of it! You can’t take over like this.”


    “I’m not taking back over.” Adrian shut his eyes. “My duty is done.”
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    Kenn left Adrian a few minutes later, sure the injured man was trying to manipulate them into telling Marc or the camp. When that happened, Angela would have full control and Adrian would be removed from the picture. Then, his real body could be left for the government and Safe Haven would be that–safe.


    To keep it from happening, Kenn was developing a plan. It was a dangerous thing, to side with anyone but Marc right now, but Kenn had belonged to Adrian from the moment he’d realized the man didn’t have an XO. All these miles later, there was no other choice. Kenn would try to help Adrian get what he needed.


    He snorted. “And good luck to him. Even if he was dead, she’d still swing with Marc.”


    Kenn spotted Kyle sitting outside his tent, working with lanterns, boxes, and piles of rails and bars. Kyle understood how badly they needed Adrian. Maybe…


    Kenn joined the mobster, staring at all the baby equipment. “Feeling like a dad yet?”


    Kyle snorted coolly. “No. I feel like an engineer who suddenly turned stupid. These directions don’t make sense.”


    Kenn let himself be distracted, taking the sheet Lee shoved his way, but inside, he was building schemes. Adrian wanted to be dead or with Angela, and he no longer cared which. Kenn would try to give him the more reasonable of the two.


    “Rail C is missing!” Lee scanned the piles he’d been roped into helping with. “I looked away for a minute, but it’s gone.”


    Rail C was in Kyle’s hand. He and Kenn exchanged smirks.


    “Why don’t you go get a beer?” Kyle suggested. “And bring me something. I’m starving.”


    Lee stood up, dusting himself off. “Yeah, right.”


    He knew Kyle wanted him out of earshot and he went willingly, glad to escape the baby session. He hoped Candy didn’t get any ideas from seeing this.


    Kyle glanced up. “What do you want?”


    Kenn stilled at the hostile tone. “To talk.”


    Kyle tightened rail C in place. “I won’t help you trick her. We were wrong to try.”


    Kenn began assembling the other side of the portable crib. “And if it brings Adrian back? Does it matter then?”


    Kyle had heard the rumors. He knew why this was being brought up, but he’d already made his choice. “Ask someone else.”


    “Yeah.” Kenn knew he wouldn’t. If the mobster wasn’t keen on getting Adrian back, the others wouldn’t be either. Angela was earning that slot.


    “You think her plan will work?”


    Kenn slid the washer on. “Yes. The parts we’ve been told, anyway.”


    Kyle viewed the darkness that surrounded their camp. He’d also gotten the impression that Angela hadn’t told them everything. “She’s so much like him.”


    “Yeah.” Kenn didn’t say they were a perfect match. He didn’t need to. The top men had been thinking it all along.


    And that’s how I do it. I don’t have to tell them. I need to show. Kenn dropped his attention to the directions. Adrian had done a fantastic job of controlling himself, of hiding how deeply he longed for what he couldn’t have. When the top men saw how unhappy he was, how he’d given up in so many ways, the debt they owed him would take over. All Kenn had to do was make sure they saw Adrian’s pain and that wouldn’t be hard to do right now. Control was hard to come by when the drugs were strong and the company was right.


     


    Strolling across the compound, Tonya spotted Kenn’s big frame. The baby furniture he was assembling was obviously for Jennifer, but it was something of a shock to find her killer Marine carefully putting a crib together. Especially considering where she was going.


    Tonya walked around the water tanker and quietly opened the door to the medical camper. Maybe she was wrong. It might be stress, or a cold, or… Tonya stopped trying to make herself feel better. She wasn’t wrong.


    Angela was surprised by who came into the medical camper. She must think it’s John’s shift, Angela gave Tonya a polite smile. The redhead’s words cleared things up a little.


    “Can we talk while you do exams or do I have to be quiet?”


    Angela waved a hand, trying to remember that personal feelings didn’t matter. “Have a seat. We’ll talk about whatever you want.”


    “No gown?”


    Angela was surprised again by the nervous tone. “Nope. I’ve always hated them.”


    Tonya sat on one of the stools at the small table. The other side of the camper held a large recliner covered in a pink sheet–the cloth kind. Another sheet of the same feminine shade was folded neatly, lying in the seat. “Is that where you’ll do it?”


    “Yes. Great, isn’t it?”


    Tonya agreed, clipped hair bobbing. She took the papers that Angela handed her as she sat on the other stool.


    “It’s mostly medical history and the same old questions about your health and family history. John and I also added a few things, like signs of radiation sickness. Is this your first visit?”


    “Yes. I didn’t think I needed one until now.”


    Her pharmacy was doing well and she was gaining friends. Tonya had even gotten into the spirit of the holiday by offering free flagsticks for people to pin to their tents. It was a wonderful change from the brutal Christmas remnants they were still running across.


    “What’s the problem?”


    Tonya’s voice lowered. “I have a mole on my thigh that hurts sometimes and…I’m late.”


    Angela’s startled gaze flew to Tonya’s. Late. Maybe pregnant, and who was she keeping time with? Kenn, that was who.


    Do you care? the witch inquired casually.


    No. I’m free now. “How late?”


    “A week.”


    “Is that normal for you?”


    “No. I can keep the calendar by it.”


    “Adrian will be ecstatic, and it will finish off the camp’s approval.”


    Tonya sighed. “Those things are good, but will he be happy?”


    Angela considered, then shrugged resignedly. “I barely know this Kenny. Maybe he’s strong enough to be a father now.”


    “Yeah, what about me?”


    Angela was surprised at the fear and self-doubt. “You’ll both have help, but yes, I think you can do it.”


    “I’ll be out of the Eagles.”


    “For a while. But you’ve seen with Jennifer that it won’t be right away. You’re needed.”


    That was what Tonya had come to hear. She didn’t need the test to know what was going on with her body. She and Kenn were going to be parents. She’d just needed to know that it wouldn’t cost her the new life she’d found. “When will I start to show?”


    Angela frowned at the when, not if. “From your build, I’d guess around Thanksgiving. A bit sooner to the man who uses his hands on you. The signs will be there.”


    Tonya thought about their almost violent sessions and sighed again. “I guess he’d be happier if you and Anne took care of it for me.”


    “I’m not sure that’s true.”


    Tonya snorted. “Yeah, right.”


    “I mean it. He’d be completely forgiven if he had a newborn for the camp to fall in love with.”


    Tonya lit up angrily at the thought of her child being used that way.


    Angela kept the rest of their talk to the coming baby. She’d given Tonya a warning. Now, she would give her a test and confirm what the redhead was already sure of.
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    Peggy stopped outside the tent, nervous.


    A hand descended on her shoulder, causing her to jump.


    Doug was in a great mood now that he’d been cleared for duty. “Lookin’ for me, Babe?”


    Peggy laughed. “Yes. She wants us to give a hand with a lesson.”


    Doug followed Peggy’s shapely hips, wondering why she was involved. Suspecting a matchmaking attempt, Doug remained silent and thoughtful. John’s advice had sunk in and festered. Doug was now considering asking Peggy to be his woman. He didn’t care that she’d hid her skills.


    “Any idea what she’ll have me doing?”


    Realizing Peggy was a rookie, Doug shook off the mental haze and got to work. “Keeping them in line and maybe even medical stuff. She knows you used to volunteer with the Red Cross.”


    Peggy stiffened. The words from Kevin had been harsh. He’d told her FND work might not cover it.


    Doug was mulling over the skills Peggy hadn’t wanted known. She’d jumped in and gotten a set place, but she hadn’t wanted the glory or duties of a nurse. “Can you tell me why you lied to him?”


    Peggy paled. “I’d rather not.”


    “Your choice. Would be easier to get the men to accept it if they understood there was a reason for it.”


    Peggy sighed, slowing. “What if there wasn’t?”


    Doug hated to push, but he did it anyway, carefully. “You should tell me and I’ll find out what we can do about it.”


    Peggy was relieved, but not enough to spill her guts openly. “Can we talk later?”


    Doug swept the sleeping camp. “It’s late now.”


    She didn’t answer.


    Doug caught the hint slowly. “You mean later, later…”


    She smiled shyly. “I can’t sleep sometimes.”


    Doug felt his big heart thump and forced himself to do what had to be done. “I can talk to you in public, but until you’re cleared or punished, I can’t claim you or even be alone with you.”


    Peggy froze, stunned.


    Doug was a bit hurt himself. “You let people suffer and be overworked when you could have helped. That has to be settled first.”


    “She hurt someone, gave them the wrong medicine.” Becky came up behind them. “She won’t forgive herself for making a mistake.”


    Becky kept walking.


    Doug turned to Peggy. He found her halfway across the compound. “Damn.”


    Instead of hurrying to catch up, Doug trailed her and continued to think. There was a lot he and Angela could do with that explanation once he had the fine details.


    Doug stiffened. Unless she’d been negligent, like drunk or on drugs when the accident happened. That wouldn’t be viewed as an accident or a mistake. It was a crime.
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    Kenn came through the flap.


    “He’s teaching us?” Charlie’s voice echoed with hostility.


    Kenn pointed with his middle finger. “Shut up and sit down!”


    Doug and Peggy frowned. They didn’t interfere, but at that moment, they both understood why they’d been asked to be here. Now that the teens were spending so much time together and the top men were needed for training, the shadows were usually a mixture of the levels and members, and it was working out. The kids in this camp were being observed by nearly everyone, thanks to Matt. He’d shown everyone the teens were also dangerous, just in different ways.


    Charlie snorted as the other teenagers snickered and muttered. “What are you doing here?”


    Kenn held up a slip of paper, reading from it. “Teach the teenagers what Eagles do with traitors.”


    He glared around in the confused silence. “Which one of you is the traitor?”


    No one spoke.


    Kenn crumbled the paper up. “She means outsiders. You’re getting a lesson in punishments. She wants you to understand that it’s okay when she lets someone in that you’re worried about, that measures are waiting to detect them.” Kenn had full focus from the teens now. “Whenever you mark someone, we watch them. You won’t pick it out most of the time. We’re good at not being seen now, but we’re there, and it screws us up when you stalk them once they’re out of the QZ. We’re waiting for them to make a mistake, like we’ve been taught. You do your job, and we’ll do ours.”


    Kenn waved at the lanterns. “Flip the button on the floor and then blow out the candles.”


    The film began playing as dimness filled the tent and all of them settled back to view the words someone had written on a wide sheet of paper.


    You are now rookies in the Jr Eagle army. Please remember to act like it.


    The kids broke into a loud cheer that the film appeared to account for with fireworks.


    “That’s cute.” Doug smiled.


    Peggy didn’t answer, too humiliated by Becky’s method of delivery. She’d planned to tell Doug in her own way and let him spread it around. Now, she was defenseless.


    Kenn motioned toward the screen, pointing out items that were important, and the kids paid attention as if he were Adrian. They wanted to know what happened to the people Kyle led from camp, and they were told. In some cases, there were photos, and those were shown as well. Angela was starting the next phase of their training and it wouldn’t be neat and clean.


     


    An hour later, Kenn had the lanterns lit and waited for the lights to fill the canvas before letting them shut off the film. Angela had warned him not to let the tent go completely dark with the teenagers inside and he’d taken it to heart without asking why. He could come up with plenty of bad scenarios on his own. “Questions?”


    “What happens to us, if we break the rules?”


    Kenn pinned the boy with a hard sneer. “We kill you, of course. Why, Matt? Are you a bad guy hiding among the sheep?”


    The boy flushed. “I’m a Jr. Eagle.”


    The other kids cheered.


    Matt joined them, but Kenn saw the information get stored away for later examination. Kenn wasn’t sure what Angela had going on in Matt’s area, but he was suddenly sure she’d hit a target with this lesson. “Any other questions before homework?”


    There were groans, but none of them were serious. All of the kids were hoping for a hands-on lesson.


    “Sneak up on an Eagle.”


    Charlie frowned. “They’d shoot us.”


    “Not this time. They have orders to be on watch for you and not to use anything more painful than pepper spray.”


    That had the teenagers agreeing and protesting.


    Kenn held up a hand. “Maybe you should pick an Eagle, and tell them what you want to do, so they’ll be expecting it. Adrian always knows with us and we still pass.”


    Annoyance had Becky’s mouth opening. “That’s because you’ve been trained. All we’ve had is babysitting and rules.”


    “You’re being trained now.” Kenn gestured. “Stop fighting the teachers and soak up the information. If we all die, this camp still has to be protected and that means by you.”


    Kenn left the tent with a cool nod to Peggy and Doug. They’d been sent to make sure he didn’t get out of hand with the kids, but Kenn had planned it all out after Angela’s tips and warnings. Much to his delight, he’d discovered that the kids needed the same thing she did–for the distractions and bombs to be placed in their paths in the right order. When that happened, they were easy to control.


    Kenn felt warm wetness slide down his back and swung around with his fist out.


    Thud!


    The vet fell backwards at the blow, clutching his cheek. “What the hell?”


    Kenn opened his mouth to yell and felt another blast of warm wetness caress his neck.


    He turned around in time to catch a full blast down the front of his shirt this time and flinched.


    Chuckles started around him as Kenn realized it was bird shit.


    He yanked his gun out to take revenge and found Billy’s hand taking it and replacing it with a handkerchief.


    “You can’t do that right now. You’ll spook the herd.”


    Kenn was furious, but couldn’t argue. He cleaned his face, tossed the cloth to the ground, and held out his hand.


    Billy gave him his gun back with a cheerful smirk. “Come daylight, you can blast every bird you find, you know? She said she likes it when the camp’s up early.”


    Kenn gritted his teeth and went toward the showers. A perfectly good moment, shot to hell. The teenagers were still rolling on the ground, in stitches at his mistake. Chris, who was being tended to by Ray and Lee, he ignored.


    Billy let out the breath he’d been holding since picking out the shadow in the tree and figuring out who it was. If those two weren’t careful, someone would get hurt.


    “Should we talk to Marc about it?” Lee came over now that they knew the vet was okay.


    Billy narrowed in on Charlie, who wasn’t laughing but staring at the trees. “No, not yet.” He had a sudden intuition that Charlie hadn’t been in on it. “Let’s see where it goes.”


    Lee returned to his post. He had no problems with it so far, except that Kenn might have fired and woken the camp in a panic. Other than that, it had been great.


    “Hey, what happened?” Neil asked, coming by on his way to the tents.


    Lee let out a short cackle. “A bird shit on Kenn, so he punched the vet.”


    Neil was still chuckling when he ducked inside his canvas.
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    “Can I join you?”


    Samantha’s question was met with silent surprise. She came in and dropped the flap before turning around.


    The five Eagles had cards, poker chips, and beer on the round table, but from the notes they were trying to hide, Samantha immediately suspected it wasn’t a real game.


    “You mean for some poker?” Theo sat his beer on top of his open notebook. “We were about to finish up. Maybe next time?”


    Samantha snorted, crossing her arms over her chest. “Angela sent me.”


    Theo and the others peered around in concern. Samantha’s guns hung on her hips as if they belonged there.


    “She said I’d find you together, and when I did, to tell you that you’ve finally been noticed. The truck and reserves are open for use in your...projects.”


    Theo laughed as the others slapped high-fives. “She’s good.”


    Samantha ducked out of the tent. “Yes, and she’s gonna need everything you guys can put together.”


    The five men in the tent cleared the table to work. Cover was no longer needed.


    Samantha went to the personal tent area, tired but satisfied with the day. She was in the thick of things at any given time. It was soothing.


    She saw the man leaning against her tent and sighed heavily as she stopped in front of him. So much for soothing. “Do we have to fight over it, Jeremy? You know why I won’t.”


    “I came to ask if you’d like to spend the night in my tent, sleeping.”


    Taken aback, Samantha searched his face for anger and found only a desperate longing. “Okay.”


    Jeremy settled into the shadows to wait for her, sure she’d hit the showers first, like he just had. After that, they would spend the next six hours alone in his tent.
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    “Go doctor a body.”


    Angela’s words got immediate action from the two teams of Eagles that she’d handpicked for this chore. Kyle and Kenn would take a dozen men each, and protect John while he made the chosen corpse appear to be Adrian. Thanks to the surgery, they had plenty of DNA to put in the right places. The smart healer had also made a mold of Adrian’s fingerprints and teeth, and he would use them, along with the dog tags, to convince the government that Adrian had died.


    None of them expected it to last. Angela was estimating that roughly three months from this moment, they would be locked in mortal combat with the enemy. She hadn’t told anyone that part. She also hadn’t mentioned the 50 other subtle details of the plan. It was complicated, depended on many things, and it wasn’t guaranteed to work. She’d accounted for each possible reaction, but in the end, fate always had the final say.


    Angela went to her tent, running through the plans again. Where would a wildcard hurt them the most and how could she account for it?


    Marc let her leave, half wishing he was going into Little Rock to be able to observe the evidence of what she’d gone through. She had come back changed once again and he had no doubt that one of her moments there had caused it.


    “She okay?”


    Marc nodded at Kevin’s question. “She’s going over things, making sure she’s right.”


    “Oh. Like Adrian.”


    Marc tried not to be offended for her. “Yes, like Adrian. She’s just as smart…”


    Marc stopped, replaying that. He did think she was as smart as Adrian was. And wouldn’t that mean she was also as dangerous?


    And devious, his demon spoke up carefully. She isn’t telling them everything.


    Marc heaved a worried sigh. She isn’t telling me everything.


    No, the demon confirmed in surprise at the response. She’s not sure that she can.


    Marc spun away from the guards and found the shadows of the farthest perimeter. What does she have planned?


    The demon hesitated.


    Marc understood Angela’s plan had support. “Let me guess. A witch came to visit and now, you’re a convert too?”


    The demon snickered scornfully. I’ve been a convert all along. So have you.


    Marc couldn’t argue. As much as he hated Adrian, he couldn’t have withheld the energy needed to heal him.


    Not wanting to leave them on a sour note, the demon spoke again. You should rest.


    Marc started to snarl and was interrupted.


    If you don’t rest, you’ll have to start drawing, like she does.


    Marc hadn’t considered any effects. He’d thought if he didn’t acknowledge the demon inside, he wouldn’t have to deal with any of it.


    If I hadn’t been woken, that would still be true. You’d have to put me to sleep again...


    Marc started to ask how and then didn’t. He might not want to get cozy with the power he held, but if he needed it, he sure as hell wanted it to be there.


    The demon settled back happily for a change, grateful to the witch. She’d told him many things, but those he lingered on were about how to gain Marc’s friendship. That was something the demon had longed for the whole time he’d been in this body. He was never lonelier than when his host was pretending that he didn’t exist.
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    The Big Plan


    Angela went over the outline again, but the math didn’t lie. They’d never get a ship stocked in time to flee, even if they managed to find one that would haul them all. If they didn’t wipe out the first set of troops that came, they were doomed. By taking out the first troops, they might avoid the fight all together. It was their one chance for peace. The government would know they had escaped, but not chase them anyway after taking another loss, but Angela knew it wouldn’t work that way. The remaining government needed her kind, desperately if the thoughts of the Major’s men were to be believed. A small defeat wouldn’t stop them. They’d come in force on the second run, whether they left them a body or killed every last man.


    “And if the outcome is the same, I have to do something different.” Angela slipped the paper into her pocket as she finished nightly rounds.


    “Yes, but what exactly have you chosen?” A guard stared at her from his post nearby.


    Angela joined Dexter, a level three on Kevin’s team, as he lounged against the bumper of Jeremy’s rusty truck.


    “What do you think, considering the details you now have?”


    Dexter had been in jail most of his life. He was still shocked to be an Eagle at all, despite being so high up. He answered truthfully. “I think we could put up a great fight, but in the end, we’d fall.”


    “So not fighting.” Angela humored him. “That leaves surrender.”


    “Negotiate in ways you haven’t considered, maybe, or even a series of hidden camps.” Dexter gave her a slightly condescending tone. “I don’t have it figured out. That’s why you’re in charge, not me.”


    Angela laughed like it was all in the day of a leader, and quickly moved away from prying ears so that she could vent. “I’m in charge because I value life and Adrian knows killing isn’t what I’ll pick if I have another choice. He’s banking on me doing this the right way.”


    Then he’s already lost, hasn’t he? the witch questioned.


    “Yes. I came up with one way to do this and it’s ugly. I’m turning into him.”


    No. You’re becoming a leader. He would have counted on that, as well.


    “Why didn’t he have this covered? The Adrian I know plans for everything!” Angela faded into the shadows around the perimeter for more privacy. “He would have at least checked through it and set a few things up.”


    He did that. Look at the Eagles. He wasn’t just training them for camp defense. It was also to protect the magic people that he knew would come. He taught his men to care for the most important part of the camp–the heart–and he set it up to die, to give us time to gather supplies and find the ship. The government might experiment on his body for months before seeking the rest of us.


    “So my plan is all we’ve got? That’s all there is.”


    The witch tried to comfort. It’s good. Many of the pieces are falling into place. We’ve seen enough to know it could work.


    “But will it?!”


    She was met with the annoyingly familiar answer that had haunted Adrian so often.


    That has not been revealed.


    Kyle came to her side. “They both said no.”


    Angela caught a flash of Dog’s anger and made a note to handle that. The wolf had no right to it.


    “But?”


    “They’re both lying to me.”


    Angela made a note of the loyalty and gave her own in return. “I won’t sacrifice her. My word on it.”


    Kyle let out the breath he’d taken. “Thank you.”


    Angela’s tone went cold. “For trading your life instead? It’ll be my honor and one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”


    Kyle now understood why she’d been avoiding him. He’d thought she had lost too much respect for him upon finding out about Tracy.


    “I couldn’t have you discover it until the right time. You would have seen through me before now.”


    Kyle didn’t have to ask what had changed. “She survives?”


    “Yes.”


    “And the camp?”


    Angela faded into the thick darkness without responding.
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    “Raven to the gate.”


    “Copy.”


    The quarantine zone was packed. There were dozens of tents, and a growing line at the desk. With the teenagers in a training lesson, Angela was covering the post. The security was doubled.


    Angela gave Dog a cool nod as she walked by and the big wolf heeled, much to the surprise of those around them. The new people were used to animal attacks, not obedience.


    Another group had arrived. Survivors from Little Rock, judging by the utility trucks they were driving. They were twitchy enough that the guards had called her early. The gate wasn’t officially open yet. It was barely dawn.


    The QZ was easily half the size of the main camp now. Angela looked to Marc. “Do we have enough men to cover it all?”


    “We’re good. I’m working them differently, arranging by their strengths.”


    “The little details Adrian didn’t have time for, and Kenn didn’t have enough support to do on his own?”


    “Yes. One of those is level tests. You’ll need to get them ready soon, for one through five.”


    “Kenn usually does it?”


    “Yes. He gave me the files this morning.”


    “Suspend the level tests for now, and replace it with classes on survival.”


    Marc was relieved. He could come up with plans easily enough, but her workload needed to be lightened, not added to. “You got it. What else?”


    Angela was listening for discontent in his tones, and was glad not to hear any, but she didn’t trust it. “I’d like you to pick someone to supervise the party. I want rides if possible, small ones, and all the fireworks we can get our hands on.”


    Marc wrote it down, then looked pointedly at her hair. “It’s showing more than before.”


    Angela wasn’t alert enough to lie, not to Marc. “I’ll do something about it later.”


    He pushed out that heat. “With me?”


    Angela flushed. “Yes, please.”


    Marc turned for camp with a light smirk. “You got it.”


    Wiping it from her face, she greeted the waiting crowd of new arrivals. “I’m Angela. I’m the leader of this refugee camp. Many of you are welcome here. However...” Her voice turned cold. “Some of you will find our doors closed. Wives, girlfriends, whores of the Major’s men are not. Step out of line and wait for me by the truck you came in.”


    No one moved at first.


    Angela began to single them out, horrified that she would have to send away so many mothers and children. “The rest of you need to fill out a paper and then you’ll be put in a quarantine tent until the doctors can look you over.”


    There were murmurs of relief and worry. It was a shock to find a woman in charge of so large a camp.


    Angela’s protection stayed close as she left the chair and approached the 20 pathetic refugees. One more woman had to exit the line.


    Angela stopped in front of a haggard white woman hiding two dark skinned girls behind her filthy skirts.


    “Please don’t make us go.”


    Angela nearly crumbled under the guilt. “You traded your kids for theirs. I don’t have a choice by our laws.”


    “They would have killed them.” The woman cried harder. “I had to lure the kids out for Major Garret!”


    Angela observed those in line, listening to them like Adrian had instructed her to do in this situation. The lack of sympathy made the choice. These innocent refugees would never forgive the woman or her girls, because she couldn’t replace the children that had been murdered. There could be no life here for them. “In this camp, once you’re punished, you are forgiven, but for crimes against children, you’re banished. Willing accomplice or not, we have no room for you. Seeing your children every day, while the others long for theirs, will disrupt my camp and I won’t allow that. I suggest you stay together, find a library, and learn how to care for yourselves. You can leave the kids with us, if you want. I’ll see that loving parents adopt them.”


    The woman’s sobs were awful. Fear was thick among the dozen females now waiting by the trucks.


    There was vindication on the faces of the innocent, and it triggered a justified rage that none of the Eagles were expecting. One of the women in the rear of the line tossed a thick stone at the sobbing parent with a perfect aim. It struck the mother in the cheek and drew blood.


    More refugees began grabbing rocks.


    “No!” Angela stepped between them. Too late, rocks flew through the fog at her.


    “Move in!” Seth’s call sent a rush of Eagles in to grab the stone throwers and protect their leader.


    Angela didn’t rub her stinging shoulder, instead waving at the Eagles to let the first thrower go. She went to stand toe-to-toe with the woman, able to feel her pain, the gaping hole that matched her own. “If you had been given that choice, to save your kids?”


    The woman’s answer was fast. “I would have killed us first!”


    Angela agreed. “As would I, but what if you couldn’t? What if his hands had already been on them? Would you have broken?”


    The woman, Shellie, held Angela’s gaze a bit longer, then dropped her eyes. “Maybe.”


    Angela returned to the desk, to Doug, and felt the relief of her protection. “Get them set up with a few days’ supplies. I want them gone in five minutes.”


    The Eagles closed ranks at that moment, cutting off the view of even the desk from the banished women.


    “The rest of you, welcome to Safe Haven. May it become your home.”


    As Angela went by Doug, she noticed the rock thrower staring into the main camp. Angela turned to find Samantha moving tiredly by the caution tape. She frowned as the witch started to whisper.


    Angela motioned Doug toward the angry rock thrower. “That’s either a future Eagle or a future problem. Keep tabs on her.”


    Doug nodded gravely. “You know it.”
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    At 6am, the rain was falling in heavy drafts. Not violent or windy, but soaking and icy. The camp, now in sloppy conditions, wasn’t recovered enough from the party yet to start wondering why Adrian wasn’t back in charge if his injury was so minor.


    Chris didn’t buy a word of it. “All lies.” The vet slipped from tree to tree in the fog being caused by the temperature difference. “Doesn’t matter. I need to take action anyway.” The vet was careful not to leave tracks or make noise as he stalked through the perimeter. Angela already had a routine and the vet had created one to match hers. He loved to watch her work.


    He spotted Marc escorting someone in a black jacket and hurried to get ahead of them. His fear of Marc was huge, but his growing need to be near Angela was irresistible. If Marc caught him, he would face it then. It felt thrilling to be off his regular schedule of blending in. Chris ducked into the training tent with seconds to spare.


    He slung his dripping raincoat into the corner, released the cat in the cage, and began digging through his bag.


    Chris listened to them as they came inside. He felt Marc sweep him in a short, powerful evaluation and kept his mind on the cat.


    “He gave them maps to where we left the last batch of supplies.”


    “Does Adrian have another shipment planned?”


    “I’ll find out. If not?”


    “We have to keep leaving supplies.”


    “Why?”


    “Starving people are following us, but there will also be a great need for it in the future.”


    He didn’t argue further. “I’ll handle it. Cute cat.”


    “Oh, hey, Chris!”


    Angela’s cheerful greeting suggested sexual satisfaction. Chris didn’t turn around. “Yeah.”


    “Do you need the tent?”


    “No. Letting fat-ass get some exercise where she can’t be hit or tripped over.”


    Angela’s laugh sent tingles through the vet’s skin.


    “Good idea. We’ll try not to do that to her.”


    “She’ll stay out of your way.” Chris had fed the cat enough nip to keep her rolling and purring for an hour.


    “Any signs of problems with them?” Marc frowned at the vet.


    “No. Cats are one of the few animals that haven’t turned on us yet.”


    “She is cute.” Angela knelt. “Look at her roll.”


    Marc and Angela were distracted by the yellow mix playing with her own tail.


    The vet was able to stare unobserved. He picked up the body language of the couple, the comfortable stances and tones, but it was the light blue glow that he studied. There was no chance of breaking them up or removing Marc. The vet would never have a chance with her personally, but he could perform chores for her that no one else would be able to get away with. When she finally learned how useful he was…


    Chris stopped the images and got to work with the cat. No one had ever tried to get through his mental walls, but he would be careful around Angela. He had to earn her trust before she discovered his purpose in her Safe Haven. It wouldn’t have been possible with Adrian. Chris was still hoping that man would die.
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    “I hadn’t thought about that, but Neil’s right. They’ll take every Eagle out of this camp. Then they’ll search through the camp for…”


    The rest of the words blurred by Matt. His mind centered on one sentence.


    That’s how I get rid of him. He looked guiltily across the mess to the deserted center table. Time slowed, but Matt’s mind was able to keep up for once. None of this would be possible with the government in control. The old rules would apply. The camp would be split up, forced to run. He could go with Cynthia and console her on losing Kevin and the other Eagles.


    Matt shoved a spoonful of Chow Mein into his mouth and chewed vigorously to cover himself. It was a fantasy, but he enjoyed the images of Kevin being dragged off and Cynthia needing to be held while she cried.


    “Stop it!”


    Charlie’s low hiss went mostly unnoticed by those around them.


    Matt jumped. “Stay outta my mind!”


    Charlie slid onto the seat across from Matt, thinking his face was almost clear of acne now. “Don’t be stupid. Pick someone you have a chance with.”


    Despite himself, Matt was intrigued. “Like who?”


    Charlie directed his attention to the corner of the expanded mess. “Any of those five.”


    Matt gave each teenage girl a once-over, but none of their bodies were mature enough for him. He wanted a woman–Cynthia–and he would have her.


    Charlie snorted. “Good luck.”


    Matt stood up, lips clamped together, and left. As he walked away, one thought beat against his brain. I don’t need luck if I have a great plan.


    Charlie watched his friend vanish into the tent that he and Cynthia shared. Matt was growing more restless instead of settling into the new lives they’d been given under his mom’s command. Charlie wasn’t sure what to do about it, but he made a note in his new book to mention it to Kyle or Marc.
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    “They’re back.”


    “Copy.” Angela didn’t leave the target range, where Peggy and Anne were helping with a lesson. One of them would come to her for an update, but it wasn’t needed. If they hadn’t found a body that would suffice, they wouldn’t have returned yet.


    A few minutes later, Kevin came to her side, chuckling lowly. “Mission accomplished.”


    Kevin kept chuckling.


    Angela raised a brow. “Something good, I hope.”


    Kevin started laughing and had to get himself under control before he could answer. “I thought so. Marc thought so. Kenn, not so much.”


    Angela settled against the tree to hear the story, sure the prankster had struck again. The camp was already placing bets on who it might be.


    “Kenn’s tent collapsed...with him in it.”


    “Sounds amusing.” Angela wasn’t sure why that was so funny.


    “Tonya didn’t think so. She was…tucking him in.”


    Angela swallowed a snicker, trying to act like a leader. “Anyone hurt?”


    Kevin chuckled again. “Just the tent. When it fell, the sides ripped out and the couple was...uh, exposed.”


    Angela could almost see it. “Lot of people around?”


    Kevin was trying to keep from laughing again. “Oh, yeah. Wish I’d had a camera like Samantha did.”


    Angela smirked. “Get it from her before she makes copies.”


    “Kenn tried to, but Neil and Jeremy stopped him.”


    “How?”


    Kevin broke out laughing again. “They pulled the tent flap away that he had wrapped around his waist.”


    Angela’s laughter floated over the camp and brought the shield to life for the first time since they’d returned from Little Rock.


    The ripples of calm blue and gold sent waves of contentment through the people and eased the weary Eagles. It was almost as if everything could get back to normal with that bubble of protection over camp.
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    Zack stayed in the shadows as the kids’ daily lesson broke up. Angela had them working on communication for the next three sets. The airwaves had been a cluttered mess. Zack had little doubt that tomorrow would be the same. The only ones paying attention in the class were Matt and Charlie, but even their interest had waned as Ray explained the radio codes. He wasn’t eligible for duty yet due to his injuries healing slowly, but taking a trim for Marc had put him in good standings with nearly everyone after Kenn had let it slip.


    Hating his chore, Zack waited until the teenagers were in hearing distance and then turned his back to them and began to talk to Jax. “They got the body, right?”


    Jax scowled. “Shhh…”


    Zack pretended he didn’t know the kids were so close. “No one here would call the government and tell them it’s a decoy. Relax.”


    Angry, Jax went to a different vantage point.


    Zack subtly took stock of his audience.


    The girls had already left, but Matt was staring at him.


    Zack gave him a polite nod and went to a different spot as well.


    Charlie and Matt turned toward the tents, but the conversation was gone. Each of them was thinking about what they’d heard.


    Matt was wondering what channel the government would be on.


    Charlie was asking his demon if there was any way he could do something big and score points with everyone. Both were dangerous thoughts.


    Zack stopped in the shadows of the medical tent, waiting for the right slender form to walk by. When she came, he said two words. “It’s done.”


    Angela sighed heavily. “Thank you.”


    Zack assumed it was part of the plan to save them all, but he didn’t ask. “Get some rest soon. You look like hell.”


    Angela barked a low laugh and went to the medical tent. She’d rest when Adrian was back in charge.
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    Samantha woke up grouchy and achy, cursing the rare sunlight that brought her to alertness.


    Not bothering to change from yesterday’s clothes, she went to the mess for food, and settled at the center table without responding to many of the greetings or questions. If not for the shifts she had to work, she might have stayed in bed.


    “Can I join you?”


    Samantha grunted, head aching. “At your own risk.”


    Neil understood that might not be directed at him personally, and took the place across from her. She looked rough even though she’d slept until noon. “I’ve got a shift. Can you give her my updates?”


    “Sure. Okay to read them?”


    “Yes.”


    Samantha checked them over quickly, aware of Jeremy approaching the table. It didn’t matter what her mood was like. When these two came close, she lit up. Today it felt like she could leap across the table and drain them both dry.


    Samantha emptied her cup instead.


    *Supply drop is ready. Tucker and Anderson are staying behind tomorrow to bury it.


    *Dog will stay in the QZ tent for another week, but he’ll make a round of the camp today. A few people think he died and we’re hiding it from Marc.


    *Parts of the camp are packed for the move: Reserve trucks, all food and other essentials that won’t be used today, gear, tools, refueling setups.


    *Three panels went up on the wall with Hilda overseeing. Estimate the same for today.


    *People are starting to ask questions about A and C.


    Samantha frowned. “Is the last one a problem?”


    Neil shrugged. “It could be if there isn’t an answer ready soon.”


    Samantha waved a hand as Jeremy paused near them. “There’s room here.”


    Jeremy took the seat next to Neil, a bit uneasy in the light of day, but determined to make himself adapt to the situation.


    Samantha put the paper in her pocket and took a minute to stretch. She felt like hell.


    Neither man could help the want, but both of them turned their heads to keep from staring at her body.


    Samantha realized the effect it was having on them and quickly stopped, shoulders slumping. She sat there, staring at the emotional writing on the table. Maybe she’d switch off and go to her tent.


    “Can I talk to you guys for a minute?”


    The trio glanced up in surprise at Bridget. Everyone knew the center table was invitation only.


    Samantha scowled. “What’s up?”


    Bridget leaned closer. “I think I saw something funny this morning.” She peered around at them. “Should I go find someone else? I don’t know how this works.”


    Neil stood up and led Bridget to an isolated table to get details.


    “She’s good.” Samantha glared at the woman.


    “Who, heart…Bridget?”


    Samantha wondered what he’d been about to say. “Got exactly what she wanted and it only took five seconds.”


    Jeremy glanced over his shoulder and understood when he saw how Bridget was leaning into Neil’s personal space and hanging on his every word.


    Jeremy turned back, picking out Samantha’s jealousy in the way she glared at him.


    “Why aren’t you doing anything about it?” In his experience, Safe Haven females fought for their men.


    Samantha forced a calm expression. “Because I’m not allowed to kill her and that’s all I feel like doing.” She stood up, still appearing perfectly reasonable. “If you’ll excuse me.”


    Jeremy watched her go, lips twitching, but inside, he was almost certain that she meant it.


    Neil joined him a few minutes later.


    Jeremy resisted the urge to stir the pot. If Samantha wanted him to know, she’d tell him.


    “Where’d she go?”


    Jeremy bit his tongue mentally. “Check in with the…Boss.”


    Neil didn’t comment on the hiccup. None of them had gotten used to the leadership change yet. Angela was doing great, better than they’d hoped, but she wasn’t Adrian.


    “What did heart ass want?”


    Neil chuckled. “She asked me out.”


    Jeremy had expected that after agreeing with Samantha’s evaluation. “Did she know anything?”


    “She saw the vet roaming camp under the cover of the fog. Probably collecting more animals, but I’ll check it out. He’s sitting with Ray and Dale.” Neil chuckled. “I’m sure she knew he’s okay. She wanted an excuse to get me alone.”


    Jeremy stayed quiet, trying hard to play fair.


    Neil finally noticed the silence and looked over. “You okay?”


    Jeremy finished writing a few notes for later. “I’m good. Samantha, on the other hand, isn’t. I’ve been studying her and I’m worried.”


    Neil made a face. “Yeah, I picked up a couple things in that area. It’s like she’s exhausted when she gets up and twisted too tight when she goes to bed.”


    “I see her pacing through the tent walls some mornings when I have bird duty.”


    The two men fell into a comparison of the things they’d noticed and the afternoon began to roll around them.


    “Well? What did he say?”


    Bridget slid onto the bench with the other Sisters. “Yes, of course.”


    Silence fell over the table of nine.


    Leslie was the first one to break it. “You know the history now. We’ve told you how it is.”


    Bridget didn’t answer.


    The other women exchanged worried glances.


    “What’s going on?” Tracy wanted this morning meeting over with. She needed a shower…


    Bridget gloated. “I have a date with Neil.”


    “It’s just relief.” Leslie glared at her. “They love Samantha.”


    “Who loves Samantha?”


    All nine women glanced up to find Jeremy standing by the table. Another tense silence fell.


    Jeremy knew what they’d been discussing–it was the same concern he had–but there were other things to be handled at this table. “Angela wants the Sisters to help tomorrow. You ladies up for it?”


    Excited cheers rang through the mess.


    Jeremy spent a few minutes outlining their duties. Nothing too hard, it would still be a big help because it would free up the experienced Eagles for other work.


    “Have a seat.” Leslie slid down.


    The other women eagerly made room.


    Jeremy took the edge, giving them a friendly look. “Anyone free later?”


    “I think most of us are, but we won’t cross Samantha.” Leslie gestured. “Bridget’s the only one crazy enough to do that.”


    Jeremy considered his answer, then gave it to them the way he saw it. “It’s not her choice to make. Neil’s a grown man. So am I.”


     


    “That’s trouble starting.”


    Doug’s mutter caused Peggy to study the sister table for a long minute. “Maybe, maybe not. Competition can be healthy. It clears the mind.”


    Doug grunted. “It also causes disorder.”


    Peggy couldn’t argue so she changed the subject. “How’s Becky doing?”


    Doug was glad he had positive news. “Better. She and Neil are talking again, and I’ve heard her laugh a few times. Better.”


    Peggy was relieved. After the abortion of Rick’s assault, Becky hadn’t wanted her mom around much–only Seth–and Peggy had agreed in order to keep her calm. “What about her training?”


    Doug was saved an answer by a cleared group of QZ people loudly entering the mess. They were chattering excitedly about something. Doug understood when he saw the wolf.


    Dog’s welcome was a bit worrisome for the Eagles. The camp rushed to greet him, but no one was sure what to do if the wolf got bit someone.


    Dog, prepared for it, held still and allowed himself to be touched. His mind spewed out profanities to vent the steam and keep control, but his golden orbs were lit brighter than usual. He’d found a pack among the humans. How odd.


    “That could be the trouble you’re expecting.” Peggy directed Doug’s attention back to the Sisters. In the rush to greet the wolf, the females were being overlooked by the camp and someone was taking advantage of it. Jennifer now stood at the end of their table.


     


    Tracy stared at the girl with a stoic facade, but inside, she was scrambling for a way to stop the scene she saw coming in Jennifer’s body language.


    “Tell him no.”


    Tracy started to play dumb, and Jennifer’s eyes lit up a brilliant red, stunning all of them with the open magic. It was menacing.


    “You get one chance, whore, and then I’ll drag us all down.”


    Tracy gave a quick nod, aware that the camp was starting to notice Jennifer had returned. She’d also been missed.


    Jennifer pulled in the rage, but glanced around the shocked table in a furious warning. “Pass the word. Start saying no to some of them. If you don’t, whores will lose their rights in Safe Haven.”


    “How…how do we know which ones?” Leslie was sitting closest to the angry girl and she had no idea how to defend herself against one of them.


    Jennifer hissed like a cat, almost spitting, “Use your brain! If they’re cheating, say no! Start there and work your way up to real morals.” Jennifer plastered on a sickly-sweet smile as she started to turn to face the crowd. “If you don’t believe me about the changes that are coming, ask your new boss. She doesn’t have time to waste settling these petty games. She’ll remove you instead. It’s a lot less work.”


    Jennifer let the people swallow her, smother her with their welcome. She hadn’t been in danger of dying, but her babies had, and it was almost life changing to discover that these people had been worried with her. She had a home now, minus a few here that she loathed, and it was one she had every intention of defending.


    She’d heard Kyle and John talking enough to know they were both making preparations for when she lost her twins. They had little faith, but Jennifer had Angela and Adrian to help, and she believed in them. She also knew she had to help defend this camp against what was coming. Every one of the lifeforces hugging her was important to her, special. She couldn’t let them die. When the government came and the others like her ran, she would stay and help fight. When the threat was gone, then she would leave.


     


    “See.” Leslie scolded the woman through gritted teeth. “You can’t play with their men. You’ll make bad shit happen.”


    Tracy didn’t say anything. She sat there and took the scolding. She’d offered Kyle relief once that he’d taken and she’d wanted to help after he beat on Tucker and Anderson. Now, Kyle would be left to suffer until Jennifer was ready to handle him. Tracy wasn’t going to challenge Jennifer for a man she didn’t even want.


    Bridget was staring at Jennifer in a thoughtful way that made the others wary. When she stood up and left without adding anything else, Leslie slammed her cup down. “I’ll talk to someone about it.”


    “No, you won’t.” Kyle slid into the spot left by Jeremy, who was still with Dog. “You’ll stay out of it. She’s been warned.”


    Leslie clearly didn’t understand.


    Kyle took a minute to explain, hoping Jennifer didn’t notice him yet. “This is how we handle rebellion in the Eagles. Our superiors don’t have time to sort it out and they wouldn’t anyway. She’s been warned. If she gets hurt, that’s the punishment and a lesson to others to not ignore the rules.”


    “But it isn’t a rule.” Millie finally felt good enough about herself to speak to their top fighter. The medical work was something she’d always wanted to do, but hadn’t been able to afford in the old world. As a whore, she hadn’t thought she would be accepted as a medic, so she hadn’t offered.


    Kyle was careful with his words. “When the chain of command gives you a warning like that, it either is a rule or will be. They know the changes that are coming long before we do.”


    “You’re higher than she is. Is it true?”


    Kyle glanced at Tracy. “It will be if she asks for it. They need her to help, after the delivery.”


    Tracy stared back, not sorry for the moment with Kyle, but not turned on by it anymore either. “Maybe that would be best. We cause a lot of trouble.”


    The other Sisters made faces, but Kyle understood. Tracy had a lot riding on acceptance now and she was having self-doubts. “Not just anyone can do it, but every hardass at this table can.” He stood up. “I should know. I recommended each of you.”


    Kyle reached Jennifer as she started to turn around. He led her through the crowd with a gentle touch. To the camp, it appeared that things were fine between them, but Kyle knew better by the stiff muscles under his hands and the cold wall that stayed even when they touched. She was willing to fight for him, for his protection, but her heart was locked up again. Kyle wanted desperately to know what plans she’d made.


    “I haven’t made up my mind.” Jennifer was reading him constantly now.


    “Because they need a dad.”


    Jennifer didn’t respond, though she wanted to scream the truth.


    Kyle let her pull out of his hold when they were out of view of the crowd. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”


    Jennifer ignored him.


    Kyle sighed, thinking for all this guilt, that quick, incredibly tight fuck hadn’t been worth it.


    Jennifer gasped, rage flaring.


    Kyle held still while she struck him repeatedly.


    As he took the gentle beating, Kyle had time to wonder how she was able to do it at all. After bleeding so much, shouldn’t she still be in the medical tent?


    Kyle didn’t ask. She obviously needed a release and that was also part of his job.
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    Charlie carried the trays carefully through the drizzle, eager to be finished with this last stop. Tracy would be hitting the showers soon.


    He entered the medical tent to find Adrian and Conner playing chess on a travel size board set up on the table between their beds. Neither of them was touching the pieces.


    “Too cool.” Charlie grinned as Conner’s knight put Adrian in check.


    Adrian’s queen slid across the board to capture a key rook and end the game. “Checkmate.”


    Adrian carefully began pushing himself up as Conner moved the game and got them set to eat. During the last two days, he and Adrian had developed a mental groove, but they weren’t talking much.


    Charlie helped them get set and took the chair by Adrian’s side, thinking he would have questions or want updates. Instead, the tent flap opened and distracted them all.


    “It’s Dog.”


    “Dog!”


    Charlie rushed to the wolf that Conner was cringing from.


    “It’s okay. This is Dog.” Charlie motioned Conner to come closer.


    Adrian observed silently as Conner found his courage. The longer Charlie spent fawning over the wolf, the closer Conner got to them.


    Charlie stood up, including Conner. “He’s like us.”


    Dog snorted. Another one. Great.


    All three males snickered.


    The tension in the tent broke.


    A mental conversation quickly started among the four of them.


     


    John came in a bit later to find them that way. It was a bit unnerving to hear silence and then sudden bursts of laughter, but John didn’t spend time on it. They were about to start packing for the move and he had patients to secure. Then, he and Anne had their personal belongings to take care of. After that, he might crawl into his bunk and die. The pain was stronger. John mourned the few weeks of life he’d gotten back and lost again so soon.


    “He needs help.” All of them had picked up John’s unblocked thoughts.


    Charlie made a motion.


    Adrian denied it. “Too soon, and Jennifer can’t risk it.”


    “There are no other healers here?”


    Adrian sighed as the flap opened again. “We only have two, and they’re both out of order.”


    The boys turned at the quick steps behind them.


    Dog lifted his head from Adrian’s empty boots under the bed.


    Tonya paused at the stares, uneasy. She forced herself to go to John. She held out a small package. “I was told to give this to you for research and development.”


    John peered inside the package, but he knew what it was as the smell hit him. “Thank you.”


    “I was paid.” Tonya tried to stop that feeling of being a part of these people. “You’ll get another bag in a couple weeks. Let me know from there.”


    John slid it into his pocket and turned to a shelf hanging from the wall. “Take this, for your store.”


    Tonya quickly pocketed the stomach calmative, smiling. That, she needed. “Great.”


    She went to the flap, feeling Adrian searching her. She tossed a small joint onto his bed. “For after the kiddies leave.”


    Adrian smiled at her.


    Tonya stumbled at his happiness. Still obsessed or not, he was about everything a woman could want.


    “She’s nuts.” Tonya ducked out into the rain to find Marc and Angie coming toward the tent. “And fighting a losing battle. When Adrian wants something, he gets it. She, of all people, should know that.”


    “Who was that?” Conner was staring at the flap.


    “Kenn’s woman, Tonya.” Charlie got up. This was the only thing worth missing time with Tracy. Time with others like himself. He had so many questions!


    Conner gave a man’s chuckle. “No wonder he’s so happy. Hot woman, baby on the way, place at your side. He’s got what all of them want.”


    Charlie and Adrian turned gaping stares at Conner.


    “What did you say?”


    Conner tried to take it back. “I could be wrong. Yeah, I’m probably wrong.”


    Adrian stared at his son in wonder at the guilty, proud flashes he was getting. “You’re a healer. That’s how John’s patients are getting out of here so quickly.”


    Conner’s face darkened. “It’s why Garret kept me alive at first. One of the snake women poisoned him.”


    Conner gazed at Charlie in resignation. He couldn’t hate someone who was so much like himself. “I thought you would be, since Adrian’s your dad too.”


    Charlie chuckled as the flap opened again. “My dad just came in, with my mom.”


    Conner turned to glare in confusion. “Marc’s your dad? She’s with Marc?”


    Adrian grimaced.


    Charlie caught it and nodded coldly. “Yes. And he’s perfect.”


    “Makes sense, I guess. Both of your parents would have to be special to produce you. I’ve never known a male who could do as much.”


    “What did you say?” Charlie echoed his own question. “Marc isn’t…”


    Dog padded by, worn bandage falling off to reveal no injury.


    Charlie stared at Marc.


    Everyone felt time slow.


    Dog was healed. No one else had been here that could do it... Charlie saw the truth at that moment.


    “Wait.” Adrian grabbed his attention. “He hasn’t told her. Don’t do it.”


    Charlie jerked out of Adrian’s weak grip, set to start shouting to release the pain.


    Adrian tried again. “She doesn’t need to be hurt again, son. Take it out on him, not her.”


    Charlie wanted to scream, but he was stopped by coming adulthood. He’d been so sure his mom was injured again when the mission team had returned. He’d been ready to insist that she quit the Eagles or he would leave, but looking at her happy smile as Marc pressed a kiss to her temple, Charlie was frozen in indecision.


    “He has the late shift over the big mess.” Conner had heard Kenn and Adrian going over the schedules. “You can get him alone.”


    Charlie gave a curt nod and turned his back to the couple slowly approaching. “You’ll have to help me.”


    Adrian grunted. “Go talk to John. Slip out while she’s checking me over.”


    Charlie immediately went to John.


    Marc knew even without Adrian’s silent warning. He kept Angela distracted so the furious boy could slip out.


    How will you handle it? the demon asked.


    As best I can.


    Some advice? the demon offered carefully. He knew the line they were on this time.


    Might as well. I’m damned either way now.


    Make a deal. Give him something that he can’t refuse. Work on earning his trust after. The demon sent a single image.


    Marc suspected it would work, but wasn’t sure he could buy his son’s silence. If he kept sinking into the wrong choices, it would eventually drown him.


    “We’re going to the camp mess for dinner. We’d like you to come along.” Angela looked at Conner. “It’s time to meet people.”


    When Adrian didn’t protest, Conner slowly stood. “What should I say?”


    Marc noted how nervous the teenager was and tried to ease it with a joke. “Your name, rank, and serial number.”


    Conner grinned. “The truth?”


    “Yes, except for the magic. Our camp hasn’t accepted that yet.”


    Conner took Marc’s words to heart and settled in for an hour of pretending to be something that he wasn’t.


    Adrian and Marc exchanged a glare that Angela read easily enough.


    I’ve protected your son.


    I’ll do the same for yours.


    Angela interrupted the growing testosterone. “Charlie will come with us.”


    All three males went still and quiet.


    Angela turned to look for her son and found him gone. “Okay, well, Matt can. Get him, will you, Marc?”


    None of them questioned her choice, too glad to have dodged the first bullet in this newest emotional gunfight.


    Adrian smiled. “All set for tomorrow?”


    Angela shrugged, not struggling to act like she hadn’t gotten any of it. What was hard was knowing that Adrian was in on it with her, not Marc. “As far as I can tell. I sent out the clearing crew. They’ll work through the night and return when the next shift goes out.”


    “Theo does a fine job as crew leader.”


    “I noticed that.” Angela picked up the hint in his voice. “He and a couple of the others are doing some FND.”


    Adrian didn’t ask for details, though he wanted to. It was her ship now. He’d thrown the hint as proof to himself that she had it covered. Theo and his small group had been on Adrian’s list for a while, but only mentally. It was gratifying to know she’d gotten them on her own.


    “We’ll check on you later.”


    They all exited the tent together, leaving Adrian and John to stare after them with a variety of concerns.


    Matt and Marc joined them as they reached the mess and got into line for a tray. They were stared at, but not questioned as they got their food and set their trays on the center table. Angela had already taught them to wait, to respect her boundaries.


    Angela looked around. “This is Conner Mitchel. He’s the only survivor we were able to bring out of Little Rock. The Major killed everyone else.”


    The camp erupted into a loud blur of comments and questions that Angela withstood by Marc’s side. As they quieted, she began to give them half-truths and outright lies.


    Marc winced in all the right places, telling the camp it was the first time she’d given the story, and they settled down to their meals and a tale. Conner also began eating, but he paid attention to Angela’s version of the story so that he would be able to keep the details straight. The biggest lie she was telling was that Adrian had gone in there for a whole load of kids. He hadn’t known, of course. He’d been risking everything for his son and want it to or not, that meant something to Conner.


    The listening Eagles were impressed with Angela’s ability to convince a crowd, but they were mostly relieved to have a cover story. They could talk to the other men and the camp about the mission now. They were grateful to their new leader for handling that. Thanks to Adrian, the Eagles hated telling lies.


    Angela and Marc answered the few questions, then directed the talk toward the move and coming celebration. The camp was promised a fun time, to be back on full water rations soon, and that they would see Adrian the same hour that John cleared him. It was all accepted. The thought of unlimited showers and jugs of water went a long way. Angela was relieved. So far, so good.
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    “How are they taking it?” Neil joined Daryl at his post.


    “He’s being shown camp hospitality from almost everyone.”


    “She’s good at this.”


    “Yeah, like she was…”


    “Born a Mitchel.” Neil chuckled. The joke of Marc’s words to Kenn was running through the ranks.


    The crowd at the mess was in high spirits, laughing and talking past the normal time when they would have sought the shelter of their tents. Even the rain couldn’t dampen the excitement of finally getting the story.


    “Hey, did you see Kenn earlier?”


    Neil groaned. “Another prank?”


    “No, but he wasn’t sure. Should have been there for him checking Tonya’s convertible and his Bronco for the move after a backfire. Hilarious.”


    Neil snickered and continued on to more important things. “Mitch asked for a timeline on being able to drink again. Marc told him he could have whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it, and then to leave.”


    Daryl whistled lowly. “He means it.”


    “Yeah. Mitch hit the showers and went to bed early.”


    “No way!”


    “Yeah. It’s working.”


    “Good.”


    “You get the time for the final meeting?”


    “Yeah, midnight, but not the where.”


    “She hasn’t said yet. We’ll get a call.”


    “That works.”


    “What’s she doing after the meeting?”


    “Rounds, then a private session in the medical tent with Adrian. You get the details?”


    “No, I’m on the camp for it. You’re not using any rookies?”


    “No. Kyle wants the top men on her.”


    Neil approved. “Call me if you get even a vibe. I’ll be around.”


    “You know it.”


    Neil spotted Samantha coming through the drizzle and took note of which direction she went. Her hair was wild despite the rain, steps sluggish. She wasn’t at her best right now and the darker it got, the easier it would be for someone to sneak up on her.


    He hit his mike, following instincts. “FND volunteer at the animal area for shadow detail.”


    “I’ve got it.” Alex’s tone said he already knew who it was for. “I’m on the other side of camp. Ten minutes to be in place.”


    “Copy.” Neil felt better. Alex was a crack shot. Samantha would be safe while she wandered and listened.
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    “This is the last of it.”


    Tucker marked it off the list and then helped his buddy lower the last crate into the ground. They’d been on hard labor chores for so long that it took them half the time it did the others to bury a load of supplies. Why they were doing it still hadn’t been explained, but the two men had stopped asking a while ago.


    “I’ve been thinking.” Tucker looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. “About leaving.”


    Anderson had had the same idea, but hadn’t been sure how to bring it up. “After this load?”


    Tucker agreed, giving him a hand as they climbed from the hole. “Yeah. This will be our stock until we get set somewhere for the winter.”


    Anderson looked around, gaze lingering on the center fire, where a few of the wilder camp members were drinking and joking in the rain. “We takin’ anyone else?”


    Tucker was listening for anyone who might overhear. “We can arrange some company for the trip, I think. You have anyone in mind?”


    “No.” Anderson knew Tucker meant women, but he meant other men for protection.


    Tucker grabbed a shovel and tossed it to his friend. “Let’s do an extra set of rounds on third for FND. We can talk more then.”


    Anderson continued shoveling dirt over the supplies. He would have a short list figured out by then. He’d put women on it, too, but he planned to lean toward the men. Whores could be picked up anywhere. These men were trained and that would be a big advantage out in the wilderness.


    “Damn. Hang on.” Tucker grabbed a plastic covered stack of papers. “We forgot the rule sheets.”


    Anderson helped him clear a hole to drop the small bundle into, and the two men hurried to finish.


    “Why does he bother?” Anderson wiped sweat from his face. “There’s no one ever out there when we’ve gone back to steal it.”


    Tucker made sure no one had overheard, then tried to explain. “Adrian hopes the people who find it will follow the rules on the papers and spread them around. That’s why there are so many copies in each supply batch. He thinks it will help the other survivors.”


    Anderson snorted scornfully. “You can’t help the dead.”


    “My thoughts exactly. Come on. Let’s hit the showers and volunteer for duty.”
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    “Are you sure?”


    Adrian looked weak despite the visitors he’d had today. Angela suspected it had something to do with the tired teenagers she’d seen a bit ago.


    “Yes.”


    Angela was glad for the time alone with him even though there was a new tension. Some of these things were for his ears only.


    “I’m listening.”


    “I’m the eavesdropper, remember?” She tried to match his level of hope.


    “Maybe we’ll switch that too, but for now, repeat it to me. Inspect it again if you need to. Take your time.”


    She heard the seriousness underneath and allowed him to become her teacher again for a moment. “I don’t need to look at the paper. I have it memorized. You’ve chosen the Grenada Lake area because…”


    “No.”


    Angela sighed, thinking of the rock thrower from earlier. A large mix of people were about to be let loose in camp. Very few were being turned away. “They’re getting restless. If I say it came from you…”


    “No.”


    “What about we?”


    There was a pause that she knew meant something.


    “No.”


    Angela blew out a breath as Adrian went on with the bedside lesson. “That’s how this works. You’re the leader. You made the choice.”


    “But I didn’t.” She made a face at the stack of waiting paperwork. Kenn had instructions to bring everything he collected to Adrian. She picked it up after he read it. “I don’t want this.” Angela saw him frown and braced to take the scold she’d drawn.


    “And it shows. That’s why it isn’t smooth for you. It’s not because you’re a woman or a rookie at this, or even that you’d like to make changes while you can.”


    Angela met his knowing gaze rebelliously. “Then why?”


    “Because they feel your guilt.”


    Adrian softened his tone as her aura darkened. “Every time one of them asks when I’m coming back, you cringe.”


    Angela looked away.


    Adrian slid into her mind. You are not stealing anything from me. I’ve given it willingly. I have to have a successor.


    But Conner…


    Maybe. Hard to tell yet. Right now, while I can, I have to keep training the next leader.


    Angela grunted. “All right. I chose the Spring because…”


    “Because it’s the water we need, there’s an oil refinery nearby where you hope there’s gas, and since it’s a preserve, there shouldn’t be much damage. Might even be able to hunt for something other than fish.”


    Angela chuckled at that. Li Sing was good, but their fish crop had been so large that the allotted space in the refer truck was full. The excess was being cooked or prepared for long-term storage, and as a result, fish had been a part of every meal for the last two days.


    “Next?”


    “Kenn and Zack are handling the driving schedules. They’ll put them in the cars and tents in the morning.”


    “Your approval first. Go over them. He’s not perfect.”


    She peered at her notes. “I’m creating a new position in the Eagles.”


    “I heard. Gophers, huh?”


    Angela read nothing in the tone. “Yes. Each level will eventually have one to care for gear and things, but for now, it’s your son and mine.”


    There was a pause. “The camp must be okay with it or he’d be in here with me.”


    Angela winced. “I’m sorry. I should have sent someone to let you know. Matt’s showing him around.”


    “Kenn came by. I’m good.” Adrian yawned. “And it sounds like you’ve got it covered. Anything else you need?”


    Angela closed the folder. “Yes, there is.”


    Adrian understood her reluctance, but he couldn’t offer comfort without giving himself away. “What’s up?”


    “Marc lied to me and you’ve known about it for a while. Do you still think it was best for him to not tell me?”


    Adrian hated the cold tone even as he respected it. Her skin was much thicker now. “Yes, I do.”


    Angela accepted that. She’d expected it. Would he be expecting the next question? “And him not telling me, not using his gifts to help us, that’s one of those things I have to forget about, right?”


    Stunned to be asked, Adrian choked the words out. “Yes. Let it go. It doesn’t matter now.” How he longed to say no!


    Angela hesitantly showed the new side of her. “I’m going to use it, carefully, and you owe me your help for hiding it.”


    Adrian threw his head back and laughed at the awful pain. Marc was right. I turned her into me.
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    The Plans


    A.


    Leave a body and run for the mountains. Get set up to fight the force that will come when they discover it was a fake.


    By then, we have to have the camp helping and accepting magic. We’ll fight every time, search out new weapons, and keep securing our home bases until they stop sending troops or we’re too few to fight anymore.


     


    B.


    Leaves Safe Haven unprotected.


    Drop a body and ambush the troops that come to collect it. Get secrets and details from them, and attack the bunker to ensure our future safety.


     


    C.


    Gives away the element of surprise.


    Leave a body and a fake trail for the camp. Call openly for fighters/survivors on the radio, and risk the enemy coming in a much larger force to wipe us out. If we win, the bunker will be so short on men that they won’t retaliate for a long time.


     


    D.


    Pointless to kill for a week.


    Kill the first troops sent so that it takes time for the bunker to find out and send more. This adds roughly seven days to arrival time.


     


    “As you can tell, they all stink, but we’ll do the best we can with what we have to work with. We’ll start with option A. Can anyone think of a reason why it won’t be successful?”


    Several men opened their mouths, but after searching through the list, there wasn’t much they could say.


    “Does anyone have something to add? Another option?”


    Again, there were little details that could help, but no master plan to save them.


    Angela kept on schedule. She needed this to be brief. “Okay. I’ll talk to Adrian before I hit my tent for the night, and find out if he has anything to add. We all set for the move?”


    The rest of the final security meeting was updates and plans for moving the camp. Only one person in the tent noted the V standing out on Angela’s chin.


    Marc studied her cool confidence, how she was prepared for every question the men asked. If she was this far ahead of the others... What does she know about me?


    All of it, of course, his demon promptly replied. You’d better start giving her credit for the intelligence. She has another plan, and she needs help.


    Marc waited for the others to finish and clear out. He spent the time pondering the demon’s advice. If he confronted Angela, there was a good chance she’d do the same to him over his secrets. Am I ready to face that?


    Ready or not, here it comes, the demon warned, fading.


    Marc turned around to find Angela staring at him with hard chips of blue ice.


    “We should talk.”


    Marc sighed. “Yeah. Here or later?”


    Angela hadn’t expected cooperation. She sank into the hard chair as she lit a smoke.


    Marc took the seat across from her. “I have some things I need to tell you, starting with, I’m sorry.”
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    Kenn and Zack met a bit away from the tent, both upset at how short the actual talk had been.


    “What’s going on?”


    Kenn wasn’t sure. “She has other plans. She’s not gonna let us off the hook for trying to manipulate her.”


    “Did you notice how she put just enough details on option A to get it to pass?” Zack was slightly in awe. Being given fifth in command had come as a complete shock.


    “I’d say she picked that up from Adrian.” Kenn didn’t like it that all four of the men who’d been in the tent were now higher ranked, but he was dealing with it. Adrian would change things around when he took back over.


    “Yeah.” Zack waited for Kyle and Neil to go by, and then leaned closer. “Can we trust her to make this happen? Like we would Adrian?”


    Kenn wanted to say no and it was amazing to him that he couldn’t instantly deny it as craziness. “I’ll get back to you.”
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    Angela found Charlie lingering near the showers.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “He just discovered it.” Angela shrugged at her son. “He needed the same adjustment time that the rest of us were given.”


    Charlie wanted to stay angry, but if his mom had already known and wasn’t upset, there was little for him to argue with. “I just can’t believe he hid it.”


    “It’s not like that, at least not until recently. His cage match unlocked the demon. Without that, Marc never would have been able to access his gifts.”


    “What can he do? Besides heal, I mean.”


    Angela winced. “I haven’t asked. You could ask him yourself. He’s feeling guilty. He’d answer you honestly.”


    Charlie thought of his own secrets. “Let him have that adjustment time. I don’t need another voice in my head.”


    “Don’t shut him out for being like us, Charlie. That’s what we’ve both wanted.”


    Angela left him to consider it, motioning to Conner and Matt. “Why don’t you gentlemen take a walk with me and we’ll discuss the Jr. Eagles? I have some new lesson plans on making bug-out kits and I can use your help.”


    Charlie saw Marc shadowing Angela, and realized he’d heard the short conversation. Not sure if he should be mad, Charlie waited for Marc to come to him.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”


    Charlie compared it to having the other Marc, the one who took shit, got in fights, and made his mom cry. It wasn’t a hard choice. “Forgiven. After you answer one question.”


    Surprised, Marc silently thanked Angela for not letting Charlie turn on him. “Go on.”


    “Are you hiding or lying about anything else?”


    Marc slowly opened his mouth. “Yes.”


    Charlie studied his father without anger over the answer. When he finally spoke, it was clear that manhood was coming on swift wings. “Keep her happy and I’m good, I guess. We don’t have a problem until she isn’t.”


    Marc smiled. “I came with a peace offering. I’m glad I don’t need it, but I’d like you to have it anyway.”


    Charlie smirked. “Unless you’ve got Tracy hidden in your pocket, I don’t need anything.”


    “Can’t do that.” Marc shrugged. “At least Jennifer’s warning didn’t spill blood. If I put Tracy in my pocket, we’ll be diggin’ fresh graves.”


    “It’s perfect, though. Jennifer did me a favor.”


    “She freed up more of Tracy’s time.” Marc pulled a slip of paper from his pocket.


    “Yep, and I plan to occupy it.”


    “With what?” Marc was curious. Tracy obviously felt something, too, but Marc wanted to know what their beginning was being founded on.


    “I’m helping her build a future. After these public scenes and rumors, she’ll try harder.”


    Marc’s laugh was laced with respect, Charlie heard that clearly, but he wanted more. “I’ve got a plan for her–we’re already working on it. Mom may not be happy, but the Eagles will.”


    Marc easily picked up Charlie’s thoughts, but pretended he hadn’t. “What’ve you got?”


    Charlie leaned closer. “I’m going to make her the leader of the…relief sources, and have her change them into something along the lines of den mothers. Peggy and Hilda are older and they can’t do as much. The girls can.”


    Marc leaned against the rig, studying his son. Going on 15, Charlie was more mature than he’d been at that age.


    Not true, the demon refuted. You loved Angela, under your mother’s nose, for a decade. He gets that from you.


    Marc enjoyed the feeling as he handed the paper over. “That’s your new schedule, if you want it.”


    Charlie read the sheet and crumbled it up angrily. “You were gonna buy me, get me to hide it from mom!”


    “No. I told her everything and she suggested I give you something that would make you happy.” Marc hesitated. “Was I wrong on what would do that?”


    Charlie was able to let go of the anger when he didn’t read any dishonesty in Marc’s mind. “No, you got it right. It appeared…”


    “I won’t do that, boy. If you’re mad enough to tell on me for something, I’ll handle it, but I won’t buy you off. I honestly think your mom saw that you were gonna be reasonable and wanted you rewarded.”


    “And for us not to fight.”


    Marc agreed. “Yeah. She’d do a lot to stop that.”


    Charlie glanced up at his father, thinking of how proud he’d been to tell Conner who Marc was. “So you’re like us, huh?”


    Marc shoved into the boy’s mind, too hard. HELLO!


    Charlie cringed.


    Marc withdrew. “Sorry. I’m not good at it.”


    Charlie snickered. “She’s right. You are a rookie.” The teenager took a seat on the damp folding chair he’d been in when Angela found him. “We have to work on that. The other descendants will make fun of us.”


    Marc cooperated fully, but inside, he was cold. Angela had declared that Charlie would forgive him, help him, but when he’d asked if she ever could, she’d left the tent. He had no idea where they stood now, but there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to make it up to her.


    In the rear of his mind, Marc’s demon began cackling, but refused to say why.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Eight



    Don’t Get Buggy


    July 3rd
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    Angela came from her tent.


    Kevin fell in, handing her a mug of tea.


    “You ready?”


    “Yes.”


    Moving day was here. Marc was organizing it, with Kenn and Kyle’s help. “They’re packing up?” She hoped Marc planned to sleep during the ride. He’d had third shift over the mess and hadn’t returned to the tent at all.


    “Mostly. Some are doing other things, like guard duty or fueling.”


    “New arrivals?”


    Kevin handed over a speed loader for her .357 and a fresh battery for her radio. “A dozen or so overnight. They’re waiting to be seen.”


    “We’ll be ready to leave by 9am?” She caressed her weapon in a quick pat. When she found the time, she practiced with her left and her right. She would never be caught again without a gun arm to rely on.


    “Mostly.”


    “Adrian’s rules apply. You made that clear?”


    “Yes.” Kevin was glad she was sticking to them. Not making changes was helping people adjust.


    “I do have some of those in the works.” She put on a smile as they made it under the shelter of the mess canopy. It was almost empty, with only four tables in use.


    Angela exchanged nods with Neil and Doug. Jeremy would be along once his team was finished loading the animals.


    Kenn and Jax soon joined them, followed by Kevin and Cynthia.


    Angela got the meeting going. She was suddenly anxious to be on the road. “Medical update.”


    Kevin skimmed his notes. “John says don’t linger here. He has it under control now.”


    “Great. Radio?” They were monitoring a number of new channels, hoping to hear the government before they arrived.


    “No calls in. Steady broadcasts out.” Kevin subtly reminded her that they were drawing unneeded attention. Neil and Kyle had both asked him to put that one in.


    “The clearing crew?”


    “Will join us by dusk, like you ordered.” Marc joined them. “I spoke with Theo. They’re ahead of us by half a day.”


    “And the camp?”


    “All good so far as we’ve seen.” Doug shrugged. “Peggy says the same of the women. They’re all accepting Conner.”


    Angela was satisfied with that, but she had other concerns. Adrian and Conner appeared to be getting along, but they weren’t growing close the way that she and the Eagles had hoped. No one was sure about Conner yet. It was too soon after the death of his mother to assume anything. He might have his father’s values buried inside, but he definitely had Adrian’s knack for rubbing salt into an open wound. He wasn’t careful about what came out of his mouth, and the comments she’d overheard had caused Angela to mention it to Kenn. Maybe he could get the pair together.


    If Conner didn’t develop a bond with someone in this camp other than Charlie, they wouldn’t be able to get him to stay good, but they needed what he could do for these people. Conner’s gifts hadn’t been explored yet, but Angela held no doubt that he was as powerful as his father.


    The Eagles considered Conner a hero and they wanted to bring him in, but he was too aloof. It made the top men nervous and Angela understood why. After all the traitors and assassins that they’d been forced to deal with, it was easy to suspect Conner of being a wolf in sheep’s clothing. She was hoping his attitude would calm down before the camp began to be suspicious of him too. “When we arrive, Kyle has point. Get them settled, fed, and entertained.” She looked around. “Anything else?”


    Kyle frowned. “Tonya’s been getting questions about growing tobacco for smoking.”


    Angela quickly recorded it in her notebook. “We’ll get to that after the battle.” Angela drained her mug and set it on the table before standing up. “Let’s roll. I want to be in range of Grenada before midnight.”


    With the roads cleared before they arrived, their convoy would roll at 45mph most of the way. Their cars were now stocked with small, three-day kits–one for each person assigned to that vehicle. There were radios and batteries as well, along with an intercom in some. Kenn was still adding to that each time he worked on setups.


    Car-to-car communication during the bug-out had been the worst issue and Kenn had tackled that the hardest. The problem was now fuel. They were completely out of gas and so many of their cars were going to be out too, that there was no way all of them would make it to the Spring. During their late lunch stop, they would drain the vehicles that they were leaving behind and cram in together. They would also strip the cars, making it a two-hour lunch stop. That would put them at the Spring in time for a Fourth of July sunrise.


    Angela was by the open Blazer door as Adrian was brought out of the medical tent. She gestured to the escorts and shadows. She and Adrian were alone a minute later.


    Adrian leaned against the door, lighting a smoke. It felt great to be outside. “Let’s hear it.”


    “There are people in the towns we’re about to pass. They’ll hear us, but few of them will come out of hiding.”


    “And you want them?”


    She hesitated. “I can’t scan them from this distance.”


    Adrian met her concerned gaze and didn’t stop the sparks. “Will you feel guilty for passing them by, lose sleep?”


    “Of course. Plus, we might need some of them.”


    He shrugged. “Then don’t. If they’re a problem later, you have Eagles to handle it.”


    Bottled-up questions pushed on Angela’s control.  She hated sleeping without Marc. Last night was a preview of the future. “How did you know? There were others here, even then, who might have been able to do the job.”


    Adrian didn’t look at her, not letting that magic draw wane. “Two halves of a whole. It fit. Perfectly.”


    “You believe that?”


    Adrian closed his eyes to keep from drowning in hers. “I can prove it, and I will if you keep looking at me like there’s a comparison going on inside your mind. Marc’s the good guy. I’m a piece of shit. Don’t ever forget that.”


    She snapped her mouth shut and turned away, as he’d known she would.


    Adrian loathed fate as he never had. You should have let me die.


    Cynthia caught up with Angela, not caring about the mud or her sniffles. “You’re going to have to switch me out. I can’t do it anymore.”


    Angela turned to face Cynthia. “Say it again.”


    Cynthia’s hands went to her hips. “That hormone-fueled boy can be someone else’s problem from now on. I’ve had it.”


    “What’s happened?”


    Cynthia’s voice rose. “He told Kevin that we’re sleeping together. Kevin believes it.”


    “That’s it?”


    Cynthia huffed in frustration. “He’s a bad kid, Angela. Anyone can tell that. Why can’t you?”


    Angela let her storm away, listening to the witch whisper that things were happening right on schedule.


    “What was that about?” Kevin had come to her side, unable to resist digging for information. He didn’t notice the thin shadow lingering between the tents.


    “She gave up her FND duty.”


    It took Kevin a minute to figure it out. “You mean Matt.”


    “Yes. She said he can’t be saved, that she was done trying, and sacrificing her happiness to do it.”


    “Her happiness?”


    “You.” She left him standing there, stunned, as she went to the family area to spread the word that Matt needed a new guardian. It was ear candy, of course. Matt didn’t need anything here anymore. His time was up and she’d helped it along.


    Angela shoved another box into her rapidly filling crypt as the shadow between the tents followed Kevin’s suddenly lively stride.
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    “I hear you have more free time suddenly.”


    Cynthia’s heart sped up. “Yeah. Quitters usually do.”


    “Angela didn’t appear upset.”


    “No, she didn’t. I noticed that, too.”


    Kevin got closer, picking out signs of guilt. “You did good by him. Someone else will too. She’s out to find him a new home now.”


    Cynthia’s shoulders relaxed. “I thought they would vote him out. I’m glad he’s earned another chance.”


    Kevin didn’t say the boy hadn’t, that Matt hadn’t even been punished as far as he was concerned. “Do you have plans for that free time?”


    “Not yet.” Cynthia stared at his wide chest.


    Kevin brought them within inches of each other. “I could whisper a few things in your ear.”


    Cynthia blushed. “In public? I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”


    Kevin knew her history. “I am. It’s what I need. I can’t be hidden like Jeremy was.”


    “It’s different now.” She hadn’t expected the serious words.


    “Yes, it is. You’re free and I’d like to spend some of that time with you.” Kevin leaned in, hoping he wasn’t pushing too fast. “I’d love to love you.”


    Cynthia’s breath caught as his lips neared hers. “For how long?”


    “Does forever work for you?”


    Cynthia tensed, scowling. “It’s way too soon…”


    Kevin kissed her softly, ending the lie and starting a fire the reporter had no way to escape. The bond in that instant was clear to them both.


    Cynthia’s arms wound around his neck, melting against him.


    Their shadow spun from the area. “Gonna pawn me off on someone else.” Matt stewed, staying to the perimeter. “Just toss me aside.”


    Matt ducked under the tape where Kevin was supposed to be on duty, and slid into the com truck. “Maybe I’ll take care of you all.”


    He picked up the mike without any remorse and changed the channel to the one he’d recently learned. “I can only send this once, so someone write it down…”


    Angela listened to the call, furious and horribly guilty. She’d helped drive him to this, set it up, and the worst was yet to come.


    Instead of grabbing him or shouting for an Eagle, Angela returned to the medical area as if she hadn’t heard the call that would doom plan A and all of the others.
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    “Time for the count off.” Angela smiled cheerfully over the radio. “I’m here. Next?”


    Angela hung up the mike and glanced at her driver. Conner and Charlie were riding with Adrian, while she had Kyle and Jennifer. The strongest were in the front and rear.


    Kyle started the big rig as Jennifer got settled in the plush bunk behind them. She’d been helping the Sisters direct traffic. Kyle could feel how happy she was to have been useful in some way.


    Angela lowered her sunglasses. “Let’s roll.”


    Kyle shifted and got them moving. A hum of power filled the truck. He looked over to find her lids closed and gray hair standing out like sunspots. He quickly glanced away.


    Angela sighed. She’d been allowed to help Marc, but even though she had a credit left to use, a payment was still required and it would be deducted. Right now, it was her hair turning gray. Later, it would be other, harsher changes. Keeping a reserve store of energy was important, but she hadn’t realized how much. “When the radio clears, tell Kevin I want to hear us on every channel. Let no call go unheard.”


    “I’ll take care of it.”


    Angela respected the lack of fear. Kyle was only afraid of one thing and it wasn’t the protests of the men. “That’s part of why I gave you third over the others. Neil helped Marc and he’s against abuse, but he dreaded speaking up until there was support.”


    Kyle nodded. “He wanted to secure his place first.”


    “Yes, but you wanted to find out what Kenn was hiding, and you didn’t care if he was popular with everyone.”


    “I’ve never trusted him.”


    “Adrian has.”


    “Adrian called him fate’s wildcard when he first joined us, and I understand that a lot more after Little Rock. We wouldn’t have gotten everyone out of there without him.”


    “I know. He’s Adrian’s, and there isn’t anything the boss wants that Kenn won’t try to accomplish.”


    “Like with you and Marc.”


    Angela forced an agreement. “Yeah. Just like us.”
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    Their late lunch stop was uneventful except for Doug shoving Roger Sawyer into the mud for asking Peggy to sit with him. The camp had enjoyed the show. Even Becky and Seth had congratulated the couple.


    Angela hadn’t scolded the big man for the violence. It’s not as if Roger hadn’t known they were spending time together. Everyone knew it. If Peggy didn’t like it, she wouldn’t have laughed.


    Angela hung back as Marc started the Eagles on repacking. Their car switches and fueling were finished, and he was eager to get them back on the road. Angela understood. It wasn’t okay to relax unless they were camped.


    Angela spotted Anne ducking into the medical camper. Two other women joined her. Their furtive actions were getting attention from the Eagles, but Angela denied any action when Zack gave her a questioning look. Anne and Hilda were working on something and Angela didn’t want them interrupted. She needed all the support they could gather.


    The kids spent most of the stop inside a training tent with a lesson designed to keep them occupied. The teenagers were already restless from so much time in the vehicles and Angela wasn’t keen on any of them sneaking off to explore on their own. While it appeared deserted here, and felt the same, there was no need to be reckless. The rescued trader kids were sometimes in those classes with the Jr. Eagles now, and while it made everyone curious, no one asked. They all assumed, correctly, that it was a part of her plan to save the herd. It was also to get the Eagles, both sexes, to spend time around these special children. She hadn’t forgotten a single vision of Adrian’s dream to protect their future breeders. In fact, she was counting on these bonds to keep some of the top men in place to protect their chosen girls.


    When Angela gave Marc the signal to start packing it all up, the camp had followed without protest. St. Charles, Arkansas was depressing. They were all looking forward to having nature around them again after the first shift of travel. The land here was thick and muddy, with long, snake-like trenches that ran brown with silt. The drainage routes had become blocked by debris. The result was half woodland, half swamp. Angela had decided to drive straight through instead of camping in an unsafe area.


    It was a comfort to have Eagles at posts along the way. The clearing crew was standing watch at the Spring and their escorts had been left at intervals along the road. As the convoy went by these protected intersections, teams of men were also sent out to nearby towns to collect any survivors she sensed.


    The camp around them accepted this newest deviation from Adrian’s routine without much grumbling. Word was starting to get around that the government was coming, that every extra hand was one they needed. Angela wasn’t concerned yet. Until the rumor was confirmed, it was the same gossip they had been dealing with all along. When she told them it was true, that was the moment they might stampede. If she didn’t have the right words to go with that bomb, they would run.


    But you do have them, don’t you?


    Angela nodded at the witch. Yes, but it has to be perfect. We’ll do the signup sheet next. After that, one last setup on this part.


    The witch began to pull energy from the people closest to them and Angela sighed in pleasure and pain. Now she knew why Adrian always let Kenn drive.


    That Marine was helping Marc round up strays. Adrian was in the car three places from the rear. It had bothered Angela to put him there. He’d insisted on it to make sure no one was left behind and she hadn’t argued. He had to feel left out.


    It’s more than that and you know it.


    Angela had worse issues than Adrian’s state of mind. She was now playing a dangerous game with all of their lives, and most of the plan hinged on a 14-year-old boy and his alcoholic father.


    You’ve covered the possibilities, the witch soothed. Try to relax. Store a reserve of energy.


    First in a line of almost 200, Angela ignored the advice and began searching for any other survivors she might have missed in her first few mental sweeps.
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    “Can we talk to you about something?”


    Trying to enjoy the last of the afternoon sunlight, Samantha glanced up from the map. “What?”


    Her surly tone wasn’t comforting, but Neil pushed on in Jeremy’s sudden silence. “You don’t look well.”


    Samantha grunted. She didn’t feel well. “So?”


    The men exchanged looks.


    “We, uh... We want you to get checked out.”


    “I already made an appointment with John. It’s just a cold.”


    “We meant with Adrian.”


    Samantha gawked at Neil. “For what?”


    “Your…radar is off.”


    Jeremy spoke up, voice careful. “Not off, exactly. You’re predicting differently.”


    Sam turned to glare at him. “What do you mean?”


    Jeremy glanced at Neil in the mirror. He wasn’t sure what to say.


    Neil sighed. “We’re seeing it now, in our dreams.”


    Samantha was startled for about a second. With the bonds they were creating, she should have expected that. “Power rubs off, remember? You’re doing it yourselves.” She revealed her fear, her failure. “Doing it for me, because you know I haven’t been.”


    Now they were surprised. Samantha heaved a miserable sigh. “It’s gone. I can’t pick anything up.” And it’s a relief to know that you’ve been able to in my place. She didn’t want the camp to be unprotected. How long it would last was unknown.


    Jeremy frowned. “We’ll get you time with Angela.”


    Samantha waved it off. “It’s a cold or something blocking me. It’s happened before.”


    Both men knew she was lying. Neil put his foot down. “Adrian, Angela, or John. Take your pick.”


    Samantha looked out the window, able to see skeletons and debris in the fading light. “John.”


    Not satisfied, but unable to argue, neither man protested.


    “As soon as camp’s settled.”


    “Okay.” Samantha tried to find a comfortable position, but her pain refused to be soothed. The aching had become a steady pound that was making her stomach rock.


    Neil and Jeremy both made mental notes to talk to someone other than John about it, though they each chose a different leader. Between them, they expected to have an answer that explained things within the next couple of days. They didn’t want to push her, but looking out for Samantha was necessary. She didn’t always care for herself.


    Samantha knew they were worried. She was, too. She’d had times when she couldn’t pick anything up from nature, but that had been during traumatic events. She was terrified that her gifts were fading, had faded, and that her time for being useful had gone.


    Pain lanced through Samantha’s head. She tried to cushion it with her arm, eyes clenched shut. She’d taken pills, and tried to avoid noise and light, but nothing was helping.


    Neil had an unobstructed view of her. His lips tightened a bit more each time she grimaced. He began avoiding the bumps and ruts, causing them to fall behind.


    Jeremy didn’t like the gaps between cars, but he was also observing her face, using the mirror. He opened his mouth to offer a suggestion...


    “Yes, and do it now.” Neil scowled. “We’re lagging.”


    Jeremy rose up and hit the button to lean Samantha’s seat back. As she floundered, he leaned over and slid a big arm around her waist. He pulled her onto his lap and used his foot to force the seat up.


    Jeremy let her adjust and moan, cradling her loosely until she grew still. When he was sure she wasn’t going to fight, he pulled his jacket from the seat next to them and awkwardly tossed it over her head. “Try some sleep.”


    Samantha wanted to be angry at the manhandling, but her head was throbbing harder than it had been. She carefully rested against his neck. His warm hand came up to her shoulder, supporting her. Samantha shoved herself into the darkness to escape the pain.


    “Straight to John?” Jeremy asked when he was sure she was sleeping. The Samantha they knew should be taking his balls off for doing that.


    “Adrian.” Neil gestured. “It’s no coincidence that she’s sick and her gifts aren’t working normally. Something’s going on with that side of her. John won’t be able to help.”
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    I’d like to leave for a little while.


    Marc stiffened at the demon’s request. I’m not stopping you.


    I have to have permission.


    Marc sighed. Where are you going?


    To visit the witch.


    Marc gave his consent without asking anything else. He assumed the demon would feed the witch and Angela wouldn’t have to draw. She certainly wasn’t going to take from him willingly right now.


    The demon allowed Marc to believe that assumption. When he spent time with the witch, she was in the lead and they traveled further than he’d ever dreamed of.


    Marc didn’t notice the difference. He still wasn’t ready to accept it, but he had to admit that the advice from the demon had been solid. Only he’d used it on Angela, not Charlie.


    Marc waved at the last car to roll ahead of his, and then gave the all clear on the radio. They’d made a quick refueling and food stop, but they were back on the road now, with roughly 10 hours to go. The two supply teams that had gone out would catch up at the Spring.


    Running on high alert, Marc keyed the radio. “Check in, Kevin. Get on it.”


    The radio lit up an instant later.


    Marc returned to scanning their ass for signs of problems.
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    A few vehicles ahead of Marc, Adrian had the boys doing the same thing while he tried to find holes in Angela’s plan. So far, there weren’t any. She’d accounted for everything, and the work was already underway.


    Conner and Charlie had the backseat, with Kenn driving. It had been a long, sometimes awkward ride. They’d told Conner to keep quiet about Tonya, but Kenn had sensed the boy was keeping something from him. He hadn’t called him on it though.


    Adrian didn’t think he would. Kenn was too busy avoiding the next prank. Adrian chuckled at the images of Kenn searching for the next mistake waiting to be triggered. There hadn’t been one recently, but there was a feeling of something coming, something bigger.


    “You okay?”


    Adrian grunted. “Be better when we’re parked for a while.”


    Kenn chuckled. “You sound like a camp member.”


    Adrian’s voice dropped into monotones. “That’s what I am.”


    Kenn didn’t like the instant wave of depression. Adrian’s moods were up and down, almost unpredictable. Kenn was sure his previous observations were right. It was time to do something. “What do you think about extending the magic classes to a few of the lower-level men?”


    “Up to Angela, but I don’t see why not.”


    Kenn kept his tone light. “I’ll mention it to her, if you’d rather not.”


    Adrian glared at Kenn for a long moment where the Marine refused to squirm.


    “I’ll do it.” Adrian’s tone was unreadable.


    Kenn continued, aware of their mostly occupied audience in the backseat. “I’m almost done with the tags.”


    Adrian didn’t answer. After 14 hours on the road, there was little patience left for small talk.


    “Should I deliver them after the next level test?”


    “Yes.” Adrian paused. “Except for the top people. I’ll handle those.”


    “I’ve got you set up in the wing this time, with a few appointments.” Kenn frowned. “Neil and Jeremy insisted on being first. It’s something about Samantha.”


    “That’s fine.”


    The updates and details went on in the front of the Blazer. In the rear, both boys had earbuds on and game systems in their hands, but they’d long passed boredom. Playing the same Mario mini-game, they would occasionally remove an earbud to give a direction or compare scores. Not quite friends yet, both were clearly hoping for it to happen.


    “Hey, look!” Conner grabbed everyone’s attention. He’d cleared a board and done a stretch while it was saving. “Behind us.”


    The Blazer slowed, turning a bit, and all of them were able to view the endless line of ants in the distance. They advanced steadily along the dirt and road, as if such travel was routine for so large a pack.


    “Not a pack. The entire colony.”


    Kenn agreed with Adrian’s correction. There had to be thousands of them for his human vision to pick out the movement through rainy glass at this range. “Did you give her something for that?”


    “She has her own something for it.”


    “What?”


    “You’ll find out with the rest of us. She said to linger at the rear after our final stop.” Adrian gestured. “And to keep Dog away. He flat out refused to try communicating.”


    A bit resentful that he’d been left out of that loop, Kenn was also curious and unable to deny the tiny bit of apprehension that he felt for Angela. If the things she’d started didn’t pan out, faith and support might vanish and he didn’t want that to happen until Adrian was ready to take back over.


    The radio crackled. “There’s a small problem we don’t want to fight with. Nothing serious. We’re going to do a turnaround and take another path.”


    Angela’s voice was calm.


    Adrian heard no panic as people began to copy the transmission.


    The convoy made a sloppy, quick turnaround in a mini-mart parking lot. The last cars were able to see the problem she’d spoken of. It was coming toward them on hungry legs. Southern Arkansas had a rat overpopulation that knew the sound of vehicles meant people and food.


    Adrian estimated the convoy would be out of sight in a matter of minutes and doubted the rats would follow them in the rain.


    “She got it in time.” Adrian waved. “Crack a joke.”


    Kenn picked up the mike. “You do know the fare goes up when you add on miles, right?”


    Angela’s voice was tired, but amused. “I’m a big tipper. Keep rolling.”


    Kenn grunted, forcing the words out. “Yes, ma’am.”


    The boys were observing through the rear window. They saw the signal from the last car.


    “He told her he’s ready.” Charlie frowned. “I think they’re doing the experiment now.”


    Adrian swore under his breath. “Fall back and stay with whatever car picks her up.”


    Kenn did as he was told.


    “What’s the problem?” Conner was confused. They’d been excited about her idea at first.


    “It’s more like nervous.” Charlie held onto the door as Kenn did a neat slide and turn. “She gets a bit…”


    “Reckless,” Kenn and Adrian supplied together.


    “Yeah.” Charlie shrugged. “But she’s also cool. Help me get these kits below the window line so we can see. No way she lets us out of the Blazer.”


    Marc pulled alongside them a few seconds later, by Kenn’s window.


    Adrian tried to ignore the feeling of isolation as the camp got out of sight in the light storm and thick darkness.


    “She added something, changed something.” Marc sighed in frustration. “I don’t know. And we only have a dozen men. Advice?”


    Adrian waited until Marc looked at him before he spoke. “Take her place.”


    Marc was gone a second later.
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    “They’re too close, Angie.” Marc frowned when she didn’t answer. She hadn’t agreed to let him do this alone, but she had acquiesced to a partnership. “We have to move back.”


    “I’m almost positive on this, or I wouldn’t be doing it.” Angela unwrapped the basket. “Roll, don’t throw.”


    “I got it. You keep a hand on your holster.”


    “No guns, Marc.” Angela began pitching the leftover food toward the advancing line of ants. “They know what that is.”


    Marc swore silently as Angela went forward.


    Like she’d expected, the ants flinched from the food and the larger members of the colony rushed toward it, presumably in defense. The soldiers approached the food without caution, but only checked it for threats.


    Angela paused as the two biggest soldier ants made contact. In that glance, she read curiosity and mistrust. What she didn’t pick up, was hatred.


    The soldier ants stayed still as they stared at her, at all the humans waiting in the steady rain with baskets.


    Angela motioned the others to start.


    Food began splattering across the ground. Smaller ants fled from the path, while soldier ants rushed over in defense.


    “Now get back.” Angela dropped her own empty basket.


    Marc did the same next to her.


    The line of Eagles retreated a dozen paces, but refused to go any further when Angela didn’t join them. In the rain and darkness, clear shots could only be had by a close proximity.


    The minor ants were now being allowed to pick up the gifts. Angela pushed into the next part of her idea. She keyed her headset. “Let the rats through.”


    The Eagles tensed as the barricade of vehicles began moving. The sounds drew the pack that was still visible in the distance. The rats had stopped not long after the convoy turned, but this was close enough to trigger them.


    Lights flashed on as the cars were loaded and lined up for a quick escape. Everyone saw the hungry rodents streaming their way.


    “Get ready. Listen for my call.” Marc wasn’t taking any chances. He and Kyle had an extraction plan in place if this went as badly as he thought it might. For an instant, Marc wished his demon was here in case he needed the power.


    The radio crackled with Jake’s concerned voice. “Here they come.”


    Doors began slamming shut. Eagles scrambled to be in the right place as they observed the river of rats flooding their way.


    Angela stared at the soldiers who were still directing the picking up of the food that she and Marc had thrown first. She sent out a scent of fear, searching over her shoulder, and caught their reaction from the corner of her eye.


    The two soldiers tensed, antenna extending to test the air…and then they came straight toward her.


    Marc grabbed her arm, but Angela pulled loose. “Stand still.”


    The two ants neared their feet…and went by, now hurrying.


    Waves of piercing orders filled her mind and then the other ants began to follow.


    Marc and Angela held still as the colony streamed around them, both amazed. The minors continued to pick up food, content their defenses would handle the threat.


    Eagles shared words of encouragement.


    Angela slowly turned to view the coming battle, careful not to step on any of the ants. Marc did the same.


    “They’re fleeing!” Jake roared over the radio. “The rats won’t fight ‘em!”


    Angela gestured for Kevin to take over the radio, glad they were using the headsets and not open waves.


    The rats turned tail. Angela wondered how far the ants would go. She was both elated and horrified when the soldiers hunted the rats deep into the distance. There were no squeals or destruction that they could hear from here, but all of them were sure both were happening.


    “Will they hurt the people?” Kyle didn’t want to interrupt, but he needed the information.


    “No.”


    “Will the people hurt them?”


    Angela sighed, but didn’t answer. She now had another group to protect, to feed, and to get the camp to accept.


    Adrian stuck his head out the window. “It was a great idea.”


    Marc noticed even that didn’t shake Angela’s somber mood. What was going on inside her mind?


    Shall I look for you? the demon offered contentedly. She’ll know, but she won’t mind.


    I thought you were gone for a while.


    Your fear called me back. May I be of use?


    Marc observed Angela staring at the ants in concern and gave in. Yes. What’s she worrying over now?


    The demon didn’t need to get into her mind for that. Queens can have 1000 babies a day. She’s trying to figure out how to feed them all.


    Marc groaned. “She would be.”


    “What?” Angela turned to him in worry. Had she missed something?


    Marc took her gently by the arm. “You would have been a cat lady, I swear. We’ll figure something out for it. Come on, you’re soaked.”


    Angela let him lead her to the vehicles, helping her avoid the minors and food mess. “We need to do some research. Maybe they’ll eat something we’re not using.”


    “We’re two short.” Kevin joined them. “Tucker and Anderson. All their gear’s gone too.”


    Marc studied Angela, and found her moving away.


    She knew.


    “Get a three-man team on bikes. Go find out if they broke down somewhere and couldn’t call.” Marc studied Angela’s stiff frame. What was she hiding from him?


    Marc handed her into the rear of the Blazer, where Cynthia was waiting with towels and a mug of coffee.


    Angela sipped the hot brew while they tended to her, mind blazing with strategies. If they fed the ants regularly, the soldiers would be a new line of defense. She’d tested and proven it in a non-controlled environment. When the time came, she would use it to Safe Haven’s advantage.


    “Get her into the lead truck when she dries off.” Marc gestured. “I’m making a quick recon to that library.”


    The Eagles didn’t want to let Marc go alone, but it was clear from the ants streaming around his feet that he would have protection.


     


    Marc vanished into the library a few minutes after they were out of sight. When he was satisfied there, he took the time to kick in the door to the one store that might have food left. The soldier ants swarmed inside gratefully.


    Marc observed them, what they went to and secured first. Those powerful waves of communication came again, strong enough for him to smell in the closed-up store. Marc knew the rest of the colony had been called.


    He backed out carefully and looked around the town. It was gone, with enough black mold climbing the buildings to convince him that no one was hiding here.


    Can you hear anyone?


    No, the demon replied promptly. Let’s go home.


    Marc immediately went toward the truck he’d been driving. Safe Haven was definitely that now. He couldn’t imagine living with another group. They were his.
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    “Ug! Pull harder!”


    “I’m trying to! I keep slipping!” Tucker panted, heaving; they managed to get the crate out of the ground. In the struggle, the stack of plastic covered sheets was ripped open. Loose white papers went flying into the muddy darkness.


    Tucker waved. “Bring the truck closer. We’re not movin’ this bitch. Too much rain.”


    The crate, slowly sinking into the muddy ground, held supplies they needed now that they’d abandoned Safe Haven.


    “Hurry up!”


    Anderson ran to the truck, and Tucker began prying the wood open to get at the items inside, cursing the rain.


    Anderson pulled the truck too close and bumped into the crate. It sank deeper into the mud.


    Tucker began shouting. His words rolled through the storm.


     


    Not far away, it drew the attention of camp followers. The light of safety had called these people, but they hadn’t gathered the courage to seek it out. They followed the camp instead, banding together and sharing the supplies that were left behind. They were waiting for the rain to clear for this crate, but the harsh male shouts brought them out early.


    “We need those supplies.” Everett grasped his pouch. “You know what we have to do.”


    The ragged band of survivors was too busy gathering ammunition to argue. Thievery was something they killed even their own for. Those supplies belonged to them. The notes inside always said so and these people followed Safe Haven’s rules.


    Everett grabbed at a paper blowing by.


    Simon held a torch so that he could read it. “Safe Haven Rules of Conduct and Penalties…this is from the crate! They’ve gotten it before us again.”


    Anger spread through the group. Without those supplies, their few children would go hungry.


    “There’s a new rule!” Everett stated, gruff voice now lowered in respectful awe. “Gather, my friends, and learn a new guide to the Promised Land.”


    The 20 men and women formed a reverent circle around Everett and Simon, holding hands and humming lowly as the next commandment was put into their minds.


    “Stealing is a crime. Stealing is punishable by…” Everett pretended to struggle reading the rain-soaked sheet. “Punishable by stoning.”


    Simon, who couldn’t read, gasped with the rest of the group.


    Everett dropped the paper and filled his left hand full of stones from his pouch. “We’ve been called into service this night, to enforce Safe Haven’s rules, the written and the unspoken. Are you with me?”


    The crowd chanted an angry agreement, “We are called into service. We will enforce the rules.”


    Everett led them forward, waving at Simon to put out the torch. “This business has to be done in the dark. It’s why we exist.”
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    “Is that everything?”


    Tucker grunted, wiping rain and sweat from his neck. “Yes. Help me secure the tailgate. It’s bulging.”


    Anderson and Tucker fought to get it latched, eager to be on the road. They’d never spent so long on a grab.


    “Shove, damn it!”


    “Can we help?”


    The dishonorable Eagles spun around, drawing their guns when they saw who’d joined them.


    “Now, my brothers and sisters...” Everett invoked the killing mood. “Let these thieves be dealt punishment according to Safe Haven laws.”


    Tucker gaped at the words, not understanding what was happening. “Who are you guys?”


    Anderson, a bigger coward, felt trouble coming. He heaved against the tailgate and felt it latch. At the same time, something gave in his back.


    “Ahh!” He hit the muddy ground on his knees, groaning.


    Tucker was aware of the numerous hands reaching for pouches and pockets. “Get up!”


    “My back!”


    “Get up!”


    “Now, my children!” Everett commanded.


    Tucker let go of Anderson’s arm as stones came flying through the rain, trying to protect his face. Rocks slammed into his head and neck.


    “Stop!”


    “Why are you doing this?”


    The group didn’t pause or answer, only returned to humming and chanting while they threw.


    “Abuse is forbidden… Rape is a death sentence…”


    Tucker could hear the words, the copy of camp rules now twisted into something ugly. He held up a hand, stumbling blindly as his forehead dripped blood that ran into his mouth. “I’ll shoot!”


    Anderson cowered under the truck, trapped by a barrage of sharp stones flying underneath. One of them struck his temple and he slumped to the mud, face down.


    “Thieves are stoned...” the group chanted, arms raring back.


    Tucker got his gun in hand, but forgot to remove the safety. It clicked in vain as the entire group threw at him.


    They didn’t stop when he began to scream.


    Nor when he fell silent.


    It wasn’t an easy way to die.
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