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About This Book


Tomas is excited about this new direction in his life. Working for Levi allows him to use his vast array of skills in new and varied ways. He doesn’t expect to be sent undercover in a supremacy group, loaded with weapons. Yet what he finds is much more complicated than that.

Amber had joined the group to help get her friend away from the members, only to find out her friend is dead, and no one will talk about it. The group is in the middle of a coup from within, as the leader barely maintains control. It’s a dangerous place to be, but she is not leaving without answers. Needing help, she contacts an old friend. Tomas isn’t what she expects.

Still, as long as he will help her do what she needs to do—before she gets into further trouble—he is fine with her. Except it doesn’t take long for both of them to realize that the danger is escalating to the point where it is possible that neither of them will leave the compound—at least not alive.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Back at Legendary Security HQ, Levi walked into the massive dining room. “What do you think about this guy?” he asked Ice, dropping a file in front of her.

She flipped it open, looked at it. “Tomas. I brought up his name last year.”

“Why didn’t we go with him then?”

“Just after I talked to him, he got hurt.”

“What’s his status now?”

“Let me see.” She pulled out her phone and called him. “Tomas, how are you doing?” A strong male voice came through her cell, and she turned on Speaker.

“I’m doing well,” he replied. “How are you?”

“I’m doing fine, and Levi’s on here with me. We’re looking for some more men.”

“Oh, hell. I figured I would be out of the running for good after last time.”

“What happened?” Levi interjected.
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Tomas stared at the phone. “I was shot on a mission. A revenge scenario,” he explained.

“Fully recovered?”

“No. Well, as recovered as I’ll be,” he noted, not pulling any punches. “I’ll always walk with a bit of a limp.”

“Anything else?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“Nope,” Levi stated. “If it’s just a limp, I’m good with that. Are you still a weapons specialist?”

“For anything I’ve had a chance to work on, yes,” he agreed, “but I’ve been out of touch for the last six—make that eight—months.”

“That’s fine,” Levi replied. “We’re looking for somebody to take over. One of our people who handles some ops for us is pregnant.”

“Pregnant?” Tomas shook his head at that. “You have a female field agent there?”

“Several actually, but Kai is pregnant, so we’re changing her duties temporarily, so we’ve got her in charge of the arsenal for a bit.”

“Makes sense to me. Is this a full-time or part-time gig for me?” he asked. “I never expected to take over for someone on maternity leave.”

Levi burst out laughing. “You should be honored in this case, if you get the opportunity.”

“So, what do I need to do? Try out or something?”

“Not so sure about that, but we do have a job opening. If you want to come on as a spare,” Levi offered, “we’ll see how it works out.”

“I can do that,” Tomas replied.

“Are you on any medication?” Ice asked.

“Nope, I came off the last of them a couple weeks ago.”

“And what were they for?”

“Blood thinners. I was having clotting issues early on.”

“Interesting,” she murmured. “But, as long as you’re healthy enough, and you think you’re ready to give it a go, we’re more than ready to give you a shot.”

“Perfect. What’s the job?”

Levi and Ice both hesitated, then Levi looked over at her, shrugged, and said, “We might as well tell him.”

“Tell me what?” Tomas asked curiously. “I don’t like going into things without knowing at least a little about what I’m dealing with.”

“That’s fair,” Ice agreed. “We have news of a militia group that’s collecting weapons and possibly women.”

“Where?”

“Just outside of Houston here,” Levi noted. “We don’t get too many local jobs, and we have a lot of people who want to do this one. So, while we do have men available, we just thought it might be an opportunity to see how you handle things.”

“If you say so,” he stated, “I’m totally up for it.”

“Whereabouts are you right now?”

“Dallas,” he replied, “so I can be in Houston in just a few hours.”

“Good. I’ll set you up at a hotel with an alias to check in.”

“A hotel?”

“Yep, you’ll be joining the group as a friend of a woman who’s already inside. Amber contacted us a couple days ago. She wanted in to help free her friend from it, but that friend is now dead, so Amber’s looking for help. Not just to get herself out but to burn the group to the ground.”

“Ah, undercover then. That’s perfect. You got a story for me?”

“Yep, I do.” Levi chuckled. “It’s a doozy. If you’re in, I’ll send you the details in a minute.”

“I am definitely in,” Tomas replied, “particularly for bringing down something like this.”

“Absolutely. Way too much of this shit happening in town right now.”

“Send me the details. I’m packing already.” And, with that, Tomas hung up, a broad smile on his face.

When Ice had called him before his injury, he’d been thrilled. Only two months out of the navy, he was at loose ends, figuring out what to do next, when she had contacted him. But, sure as hell, he’d been called back in because somebody had a grudge to settle, and Tomas had ended up in the middle and got shot. Now, here he was with the potential for a second chance. He felt good about that, particularly in this case.

He smiled a happy smile. Who the hell knew where this job would take him? Wherever that may be, he was more than ready for the journey. He’d had his fill of the last several months of nothing but rehab and physical therapy and just wanted back in the action. As he walked around his small apartment, his to-go bag in his hand, he took one final look.

If things worked out, he may never live here again.

And, with that thought, he walked out with a huge smile on his face.


Chapter 1
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Tomas swiped the card key and stepped into his hotel room. It was empty, as expected. He quickly locked it behind him, dropped his bag, and sent a text to Levi. I’m in.

Levi’s thumbs-up was a quick acknowledgment, followed by an incoming text. Company coming your way in two minutes.

Knowing this intel came from Levi, Tomas expected two minutes to be right on schedule. He stood in the middle of the room, mentally listening for the sound of footsteps coming in his direction.

Sure enough, within two minutes, a knock came on the door.

He quickly stepped behind the door and pulled it open. In walked Saul and Dezi, both men Tomas knew. He looked down the hallway, then closed the door behind them. He smiled. “Now these are faces that I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

They greeted each other, as always. Tomas had met these men in the line of duty and had served with them on multiple occasions. He was even happier to see them now. “Damn,” Tomas muttered. “It’s really good to see you guys.”

“Same,” Saul agreed, looking at him. “So how much experience do you have with the prepper world?”

“Not a whole lot.” He shrugged. “And yet in a way, … far too much.”

“You’ll have to explain that one,” Dezi stated calmly, as he looked around the small room and sauntered over to sit in the single chair beside the only bed. “We’ll need to know everything about whatever experience you do have.”

“Any prepper experience I have,” he explained, “comes from an older brother who got involved with a really heavy militia group.” He winced. “He never joined the navy, like we did, and had no interest in anything to do with the government. Therefore, I was quite surprised that he ended up in civilian militia, until I realized it branched into all kinds of anti-movements.”

“Like?”

“Anti-government, anti-authority, anti-everything it seems. It made more sense as I heard more about the group. It was right up his alley, and I knew he was hooked.”

“Yeah, a lot of those are out there, aren’t they?” Saul nodded.

“Too many, honestly,” Tomas murmured.

“So what is your brother up to now?”

“He’s dead,” Tomas noted quietly. “Things got a little ugly at one of their meetings, and the cops came in heavy. Somebody started shooting, and the group returned fire, and the gunfight was on. He ended up taking a bullet, which nicked an artery, and he didn’t make it.”

“Wow,” Dezi replied, fascinated. “You could definitely be the right person for the job then.”

“It depends.” Tomas frowned.

“On what?”

“On what you have in mind.”

“Tell us everything you can. First, would you be recognized?”

Tomas sighed wearily. “I don’t know anybody in those groups. My brother’s death does give me some backstory and maybe a little bit of an edge on anybody who doesn’t have any experience or knowledge of groups like these at all. I definitely had a lot of back-and-forth with my brother, as I tried to convince him to get the hell out. He wasn’t having it though.” His voice took on a note of sorrow, mixed with anger.

“He wanted nothing to do with the government or paying his damn taxes, but that was just the start of it. He definitely wouldn’t serve his country,” he murmured. “Honestly, my father really struggled with Torres’s choices. Then, after my brother died, things just got worse. It certainly was harder for my father to deal with his loss because it was such a senseless death,” he added quietly. “I mean, not that any death is ever good or makes sense, but, in this case, it just didn’t need to happen. He didn’t need to be involved with those people at all.”

“No,” Dezi murmured softly. “I agree with you there. Too often that’s exactly what does happen though. You really try hard to keep everything normal. However, when one of the family goes off like that …”

“What are you even supposed to do?” Tomas asked, his voice riddled with memories.

“Sometimes you can’t do anything,” Dezi replied.

“It broke my mother’s heart. And my dad took it really hard. I mean, losing a child isn’t easy at any time, but in a deal like this? … Just makes it all the uglier.”

“Did you have any contact with the group after that?”

“No, none at all,” he confirmed. “Are we thinking it’s the same group?”

“No, I don’t think so. My guess is that Ice has already run into this intel and has taken a deep look into what group your brother was in and where that was, so I would think that connection would be a long shot at this point.”

“You’ve certainly got my attention,” Tomas noted. “Can you fill me in a bit?”

“In this case,” Dezi began, “Amber joined the group, hoping to get her friend out, but found out the friend was already dead by the time she was let in. Details are sketchy at this point, but what we do know is that Amber can’t get out.”

“So is she the one who contacted Levi and Ice?”

“Yes, some of her message was unclear. We’re not sure, but maybe she can’t get out safely, or maybe she thinks her friend was shot by somebody within the group. Either way, our job is to get her out.”

“So you suspect the friend was murdered then,” Tomas remarked quietly.

At that, Dezi nodded. “Yes. So it’s not just Amber we’re after. We’re also trying to figure out just how far and wide the rot inside this group has gone.”

Tomas stared at them, as he slowly sank onto the side of the bed. “That’s interesting.” He paused. “You know what? That angle never once occurred to me. I knew that my brother’s life was in danger, but I never considered the idea of betrayal coming from within his own group.”

Saul pointed out, “We’re in an odd scenario here where it seems like a possibility. Who knows? Maybe something like that is what happened to your brother too, although the truth would be hard to find now.”

“Wow.” Tomas gave his head a shake and returned his attention to them. “It’s too late for my brother but not for Amber,” he stated. “If they are anything like my brother’s group, I’m pretty sure something’s seriously wrong with them. Anytime I talked to him, he seemed pretty strongly affected by the groupthink and was always spouting off about how the US needed to go back to the way it was and how he was part of a crew strong enough to make it happen.” Tomas shook his head. “You know—that cult brainwashed stuff.”

“We do, but, at the same time,” Saul asked, “did he say anything specific that would give us something to go on or an angle to pursue?”

“Not that I know of, or maybe I just haven’t thought of it much,” he admitted. “Honestly we didn’t know anything much about it until he was killed and only then what the cops told us. Supposedly he died in the middle of a gunfight, and he was on the wrong team, more or less. Obviously they didn’t say it in those words, but the cops did ask us back then if we had any information about his associates. I wasn’t even in the country at the time,” he murmured. “So I had no answers for them.”

“No, of course not. When you came back, did you look into it?” Dezi asked. “Sorry, I know this is painful and not the thing you want to be dealing with right now, but you must have had some inkling.”

“I did. Absolutely.” He got lost in his thoughts for a moment. “But I also knew that he was either bad news or somehow caught up in trouble all the time. I don’t have any illusions about my brother, so let me make that clear. If anybody was looking for trouble and looking to get himself into something likely to blow up in his face, that would be Torres. Regarding the group and the cause, he was a die-hard believer, and it seemed almost a religion, cultish to me. I don’t think he was a leader type, so always the follower.”

Tomas stopped, then thought about it and shook his head. “No, I can’t see him as a leader in the group at all. I see him as somebody who got caught up in it as a fervent follower. He’s been dead a few years …” He stopped for a moment, making mental calculations, then added, “Four years, I guess. I lost track of time in the service and later with my injury and rehab, but I think it’s been four years. So, not all that long. It just seems a lot longer.”

“It also seems like a long time because you’ve been superbusy dealing with your own life.”

“Absolutely.” He nodded. “It feels strange to even think about it that way, but …” He shrugged. “My parents buried him, and we moved on.”

“What else can you do?” Saul asked. “You carry on because that’s what you’ve been left with.”

Tomas smiled at them. “Exactly. Accept the facts. Move on. That’s all there is to do with my brother’s death.”

At that, both men nodded. Just then the door burst open, and a tall lean woman with a long auburn braid stepped inside, closing the door quickly behind her. Saul opened his arms, and she raced into them.

“Oh my God,” she murmured, “I’m so glad to see you.”

Saul chuckled and turned to introduce her. “Tomas, this is Amber.” Saul pointed his finger back and forth by way of introduction. “Amber Billings. An old friend.”

Tomas looked at her in surprise. “I thought you couldn’t get out.” He walked over to shake her hand, with a welcoming smile.

She looked at him carefully. “Believe me. I’m definitely not out, and, if I want my life back, it’ll take a whole lot more than slipping free of the noose,” she noted. “As it is, I have to be back before someone notices that I’m missing.” She handed something to Saul, and her gaze shifted to Tomas. “We’ll talk later. I don’t know you.”

“I don’t know you either,” Tomas repeated calmly.

She studied him, and then a narrow cunning look appeared in her gaze. “So I dropped the hint that I might want to bring in new blood. A friend. A special friend.”

“Why would you do that?” Saul asked her.

“Because I’m getting some heat from some of the guys,” she replied calmly. “I needed an excuse to keep them at bay, … like away from me.”

“Like arm’s distance away? Like physical touching distance?” Tomas asked curiously.

“Something like that,” she murmured. She looked at the other men and continued. “The guys all have a code, but unfortunately some of these men tend to be on the raunchy side. In many ways, they are like a biker gang, and some believe women should be locked up and held tight. Otherwise the women are pretty free for anyone to use.”

“I can certainly be your special friend, if you need me to be,” Tomas stated, surprising them all, his mind racing at what she was dealing with.

It was apparently something she hadn’t anticipated either, and she laughed. “You must be prepped to fight for me.” She stared at him, smiling broadly.

“Interesting.” He wondered what he had gotten himself into.

“Some of these guys are pretty … rough.” She stopped to collect herself, then continued. “Let’s just say I’m willing to take all the help I can get in order to get out.”

“Why is it that you’re going back if you’re not comfortable?” Tomas asked, confused.

“Because someone else is still on the inside, so I need to be there,” she murmured. “And I know Saul and Dezi don’t understand that, and they don’t like that I’m going back, but, until you can get all the women out safely—those who want to leave, me included—I have to be there. That’s non-negotiable.” She had already made up her mind, and there was no way out of it. “It’s just the way it needs to be.”

“So, Amber,” Tomas said, yet looking at Saul, who smiled and shrugged, “is this other person willing to be there?” He needed to ensure they were talking about a rescue, rather than a kidnapping.

“No,” she confirmed. “She wants out, but getting her out, and everyone else, will be tricky.”

“Everyone else? Great,” Tomas noted. “I always like a challenge.”

“My kind of man.” She flashed him a smile. “When you see me, and I throw my arms around you and give you a big smacking kiss,” she explained, “know that things have gotten a little bit uglier, and I needed the excuse to go a little further.”

“Got it.” Tomas nodded, and, with that, she was gone. “Wow. She’s intense.” Surprised and confused, he turned and looked at the others. “Interesting life you guys have.”

“She and my wife are friends.” Saul shrugged. “She’s good people. I’m not terribly happy that she went into this on her own or that she keeps ignoring our warnings and going back.”

Tomas snorted at that. “That’s not exactly a surprise,” he murmured. “Most people don’t respond well to orders, and my sense is that she is a freaking force of nature. You know? Like a thunderbolt.”

Saul chuckled and nodded. “But everybody needs to listen to sage experienced advice sometimes,” he added. “It might keep them alive.”

“I hear you there. So who is this other person she wants to get out so badly?”

“We’re trying to track down information on her now,” Dezi shared. “But we don’t really have anything much to go on so far.” Saul remained silent, lost in his thoughts.

Tomas knew too well that scenario could be deadly. Things tended to go sideways when you didn’t have enough intel. He worried about that, but not a whole lot he could say. As he looked around, he asked, “What is your take on this then? Are you guys in or out?”

“I’ve been in already. I came from one of their other bands,” Dezi explained, with an eye roll. “Saul is keeping an eye on the outside.”

“Good enough.”

“So let’s get our stories straight. You and I are friends.” Dezi pointed at Tomas, then turned toward Saul. “And you, I don’t see.”

Saul chuckled. “Exactly.”

“Simple, I like it.” Tomas laughed too.

Then Saul added, “I’ll head out back to avoid anyone. Plus, I need to send in some reports and pick up a few supplies. I’ll see you on the ground.” And, with that, he just walked out. Tomas wasn’t surprised, as many people in this line of work weren’t big on formalities; their focus was purely business.

Tomas waited until the door closed, before he turned and looked at Dezi and asked, “And what is my relationship with you?”

“We’re friends,” he repeated, adding, “from the same division that I’m from.”

“Has anybody checked into your background?”

“They sure have,” he said cheerfully. “You can bet that, when it comes to these things, we set them up perfectly.”

“I’m sure you did. The story has to be solid with guys like this. They are always suspicious as hell.”

“That’s also why Amber has to watch her every step. She’ pretty stubborn and won’t leave until she gets her answers.”

“That’s not good.”

“Nope, it sure isn’t, but she’s a little more obstinate than most,” he stated, with half a smile.

“Got it. Okay, so what’s our plan of action?”

And Dezi laid out the plan as he had it. “Remember. We’re just gathering information, while trying to get Amber out, collecting as much evidence as we can for the cops,” he reminded Tomas. “We’re not there to take down the group or to start World War III.”

“Sounds like they’re already pretty edgy about starting a war to begin with,” he murmured.

“I think they’re dying to start it, and I’m pretty sure that’s what the girlfriend’s murder was about. It also sounds like maybe it’s similar to what your brother went through, but that group of men wanted to be warriors, and, of course, … the ultimate warrior is the one who takes a life.”

“Sure, but a real warrior isn’t just somebody who takes lives,” Tomas protested. “It should be somebody who understands the value of life and only takes one when there’s no other way.”

At that, Dezi looked at him and nodded appreciatively. “Glad to hear you say that,” he noted, “because, in this place, sometimes people don’t know the difference. Now you need to understand these people. Stop thinking about yourself as a warrior and be the spy this time.”
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The whole purpose of getting free of her guard was to see who Tomas was. Having accomplished that, Amber also knew that absolutely no way could she stay gone much longer. She returned to the mall, breathless, bolted downstairs, taking the steps two at a time, until she slipped into the ladies’ room. She needed to go badly and then stepped out, all in record time. As she did, her handler, as she liked to call him, stepped out and glared at her.

“Will you stop taking so damn long?” Brutus spat.

“Hey, when Mother Nature calls,” she snapped, with a shrug, “what am I supposed to do?”

The fact of the matter was, he didn’t give a shit. He’d prefer it if Mother Nature didn’t call at all. Then he could keep her under watch all the time. She wasn’t exactly sure how she’d become somebody who had to be under guard all the time, but somehow she had.

It was also a very strange feeling, having somebody always looking after her—or spying on her. It might be because of her dead friend Annette or because Amber was a single female. It was hard to know. Annette had supposedly died under natural circumstances, but Amber had yet to see any proof of that.

In Amber’s mind, no doubt this group had done this a time or two before, and it really made Amber mad to think of somebody like Annette falling in with this group. Early on, she may have had a chance to get out, but she’d stayed too long. Nobody had been there for Annette, and that was something that Amber would always regret.

Annette had written her a letter, saying that she was in deep trouble. Amber had come running but had been too late. And that was the only reason she was still with this group. She wanted to make sure that these assholes paid, but, to do that, she needed to get as much information as she could. And now she needed to help the other women, as needed.

To help her, she’d called Saul, and Saul had a perfect solution, or at least she hoped it was. Only time would tell. She quickly hustled to keep up with her guard, Brutus. The name was most apt. The males all had a chance to change their names when initiated. They picked the names that they liked and wanted to be associated with.

So Brutus was it. He was rough, uncivilized, and didn’t give a shit about anyone or anything. He loved his guns a little too much for her comfort. He even slept with them. He liked his booze about the same.

He’d held one of his pretty beauties, as he so lovingly called his handguns, against her throat multiple times, reminding her who was boss in this dynamic. But, so far, he hadn’t crossed the line, and she wasn’t sure why, but that’s what bothered her the most. It was like walking a double-edged sword, and she didn’t know when she would fall and be cut in half.

She’d always expected this shit to blow up in her face; she just didn’t know when. She could only hope that she would survive whatever the hell was coming her way, but the more help she could get on her side, the better her chances were.

And having Saul out there was a huge help. She almost never got a chance to get into town. The group bought all their supplies in bulk, and usually one of the guys did the errands. But today was a different story, and she’d asked, pleaded really, just for a chance to get out. And having done that had given her a chance to meet up with Saul and to get a visual on Tomas.

She couldn’t let Annette down. Not now. The fact that Peaches was desperately trying to get out herself was another hard reality. These women didn’t have anywhere to go and nobody to help them, and that made it almost impossible for them to leave.

When Amber was cuffed a little heavily on the side of her head, she cried out and turned to glare at Brutus.

Brutus glared back. “Come on! I called you twice.” He shook his head. “Remind me why the hell we even have women in the group?”

As a woman hater, that made him even more dangerous.

He just wanted an excuse to pop one on her head or to smack her. At the same time, she’d already figured out that he wasn’t interested in her sexually, and she was damn grateful for that. But it also made him something of an anomaly in the world of wannabe-warriors and frustrated men. It was like he didn’t want any women around, unless he could beat on them. She was sure that the world would be a much better place without him.


Chapter 2
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When Amber exited the vehicle at the compound, she quickly helped unload the groceries. The protocol was clear: pick up and carry them into the kitchen. As she walked inside, her gaze quickly flickered to Peaches. Her anguished eyes flared with relief, as soon as she saw Amber.

Amber quickly dropped the bag of groceries she was carrying on the counter.

“How was town?” Mary asked her curiously. Mary was always upbeat and totally okay with anything that went on in this place. It’s almost like she didn’t have a brain in her head. But she did, and anybody who misjudged her would surely pay the price.

“Busy,” Amber replied. “The traffic was a mess.”

“Houston traffic is the worst. One of the reasons I won’t go into town anymore,” she said calmly. “Who the hell needs that?”

Amber nodded. “Still, it was nice just to get out for a moment.”

“I don’t know about that.” Mary studied Amber carefully. “I wouldn’t have thought getting out was anything you’d enjoy. Why would you?”

She turned in surprise. “Just a change.” She shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that.”

“No, nothing wrong with that,” Mary repeated, but an odd note filled her voice.

Enough to remind Amber that she could never discount this woman, the head guy’s wife or girlfriend or whatever. She was dangerous and difficult at the best of times. And, at the worst of the times, she was totally amiable, which made it easy to forget that she had another side. Sometimes Amber worried that the damn woman had a split-personality disorder.

Under everyone’s watchful eye, Amber quickly put away the groceries, knowing the chance of ever being accepted in a place like this was nonexistent. While that was a good thing, as far as she was concerned, it also made her job to get more info more difficult, more complex, with too many moving pieces.

When she had put up all the food, she walked over to the coffeepot and poured herself one.

“Now you can help Peaches with the potatoes,” Mary stated calmly.

Maybe calmly and in a decent tone of voice but it meant Do it, and do it now.

Amber nodded, walked over, picked up a paring knife, and got to work. She didn’t say anything to Peaches but casually asked Mary, “How were things while we were gone?”

“Peaceful as always,” she replied. “That’s the nice part of coming back to a refuge.”

“Exactly,” Amber murmured.

And, with that, Mary walked to the other room.

Peaches kicked Amber ever-so-slightly, as if warning her of something she had missed. She looked at her friend and raised an eyebrow. Peaches just gave her a quick head shake.

Amber realized that maybe things hadn’t gone quite as smoothly as Mary had described. Amber frowned at that but kept quiet. She was pretty darn sure that these guys and gals, with their extra paranoid personalities, had every room bugged.

So Amber spoke as if everything were normal. “We caught a couple sales today. I picked up a few extra bananas. I wasn’t sure if banana breads were wanted,” she added, carrying out a quiet conversation, until Mary walked back in again.

They had done a pretty good job on the potatoes. As she looked around, Amber asked, “What else can I do?”

Mary looked at her in surprise. “We need a dessert.”

She picked up the bananas, and she asked eagerly, “How about a banana bread?”

Mary smiled, a first real smile at that. “Sure, that sounds great.”

With that feedback, Amber mixed up ingredients for the banana bread. She knew that the only way to get along in this place was to work her ass off.

It truly seemed like the only thing appreciated around here was working yourself to death. Multiple houses were here on the acreage, and not everybody came to this communal area, but those who did were expected to be fed. Mary always made sure that they were.

Something was so very strange about the way this society functioned, and Amber had never gotten any explanation on the policies this group was founded upon. The only way to succeed here was to fake it till you make it, and that was all Amber could sort out.

Mary added, “Make sure you do lots.”

“Sure,” Amber replied, with a casual shrug, because to show any refusal or argument would get her smacked. “Banana bread is always good to eat the next day.”

“There won’t be any leftovers,” Mary stated. “Got a couple new guys coming in tonight,” she murmured.

“Sounds fun. We haven’t had anyone new around in a while.”

“Don’t assume anything. We keep to ourselves as a rule. New people aren’t always welcome.”

Amber looked at her in surprise. “And here I thought you were the social one.”

“I’d prefer we stick to ourselves and keep everyone else out, but always somebody from another group wants to join us and see how we run things,” she muttered. “And that’s what’s happening tonight. So I certainly won’t be socializing with them,” she snapped. “They should learn from others.”

That isolation mentality was something Amber had seen before with others here, but, at the same time, she presumed the visitors would be Dezi and his friend Tomas coming in. “Hey, new blood is always fun,” she said, with a casual note.

“You say that now,” Mary muttered. “I’d just rather not have any new blood. We have more than enough people for us to deal with now. The bigger you get, the more problems come up.”

“I guess,” Amber agreed, with an unconcerned shrug. “But it’s also fun to get to know other people. I hadn’t realized I was as social as I am, until I got here.”

“Yet you’re keeping all the men at arm’s length,” Mary stated, as she eyed Amber intently.

“And I told you why too,” she said cheerfully.

“No point in saving yourself for somebody who’ll never show,” Mary snorted. “And it’s pretty damn lonely if you’re sleeping by yourself at night.”

“I’m fine.” Amber knew that Mary’s insistence was getting louder and more obnoxious as time went on. At some point, Amber understood that she must come up with a better excuse. Since she didn’t have a whole lot of choice as to her timing of these things, it would be now or never. “Besides I haven’t even heard from him in a while, but, the last time I did, he was planning a surprise for me.”

“He better not just show up here out of the blue,” Mary replied. “You know the men don’t take to that very well.”

“Not surprising,” Amber agreed. “I don’t know what he’s up to.” And she really didn’t, but she truly hoped that this Tomas guy could handle himself. Otherwise they were all in deep shit.

She just barely got the banana bread pans in the oven before Mary called everybody for dinner. As Amber walked out to the other room, she was surprised at how fast the time had gone by. It was already going on six.

As the men gathered, one guy walked over and slung an arm around her neck and said, “See? I told you to stick around with us. You’ll always do well here.”

She smiled, slipped out from under his arm, and scolded him, “And I told you not to hang on to me like that.”

He gave a raucous laugh. “One of these days you won’t be playing quite so hard to get.”

She rolled her eyes at him and quickly moved out of his reach. That would be the day that she ran into the woods, looking for Saul to get her ass out of here. But no way she could tell these guys about that. As she quickly took her seat, she noted more chairs were around the table.

Her gaze quickly swept the room, and then she saw the men, standing off to the corner. She gasped because, sure enough, there was Dezi, with Tomas right beside him. She bounded to her feet and raced toward them.

When he caught sight of her, a grin lit his face. He opened his arms, and she bolted right into them.

As they closed around her, he whispered, “Looks like good timing.”

“The best,” she murmured quietly, as she hugged him close. There was a deafening silence for a few moments, then immediately everyone started talking around them. While she tried to step back, he kept his arms wrapped around her and kissed her. A kiss that was hard, fast, and incredibly possessive.

As much as it caught her off guard, it also gave her confidence that he knew what this scenario was like, and maybe, just maybe, they would get out of this alive.

She stepped back, then turned and looked at Dezi and grinned. “I didn’t know you were bringing him,” she said in delight.

“No, it was meant to be a surprise.” He chuckled. He looked at the table, then rubbed his stomach. “It smells like we made it just in time for dinner.”

“Of course.” Amber quickly motioned toward the table. But they had garnered a lot of interest, which was expected, because she had drawn a lot of attention as a single female. Unwanted attention. Yet that didn’t matter to these guys. She would need to do an awful lot to get that calmed down because this stake-a-claim-for-the-single-gal frenzy wouldn’t end anytime soon.

She quickly pulled out a chair beside hers and parked Tomas at her side. She picked up the platters and started moving them quickly around the table. It was a jovial atmosphere, as people asked questions, and Mary even looked over at Amber with a bright smile. “So he was real.”

“He always was,” she stated, with a beaming smile, trying to make it obvious to everyone that she was thrilled. But she also knew that some of these guys weren’t so happy. They looked over at Tomas, having noticed a limp as he walked across the room.

She wondered about that too, not sure how that would help her chances. She knew too well that anybody who was even one percent less physically dominating in a place like this would end up in trouble. She thought about it for a quick moment, then dismissed it. She couldn’t deal with it all right now, so she’d deal with what she could, and hopefully they would find another way around the rest. And, regardless of his limp, he looked like he could hold his own. He was big, like Dezi, but harder-looking, like Saul.

He didn’t look like the kind who couldn’t hold his own, but, at the same time, Amber didn’t know what he was really like because she hadn’t had the chance to get to know him yet. When she looked over at him, she leaned forward and whispered, “Glad to have you here.”

He turned his head, caught her quickly, and gave her a gentle kiss. “Glad to be here,” he murmured, as if trying to put everybody’s mind at ease.
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Typodermic Fonts Inc. End User License Agreement (02-2014)
THIS IS A LEGAL CONTRACT. Please read it before installing the Fonts. If you don’t
accept this agreement, don’t install the Fonts. This End User License Agreement
(hereinafter “Agreement”) is a legal agreement between you, or, if you represent a legal
entity, that legal entity (hereinafter “You”) and Typodermic Fonts Inc. (hereinafter
“Typodermic”). By installing the fonts, you accept this agreement. “Fonts” means the fonts
(i.e. font software) specified in your invoice or included with this agreement. THIS
AGREEMENT COVERS FREE FONTS AS WELL AS FONTS FOR SALE.
1. Installation
1.1: Your invoice indicates the number of workstations on which you may install the Fonts.
The basic license is for 1-5 workstations. If you need to use the Fonts on more workstations
than your invoice states, you must purchase an upgrade. Any number of printers or output
devices may be used. The licensed workstations need not be at the same business location.
1.2: Apart from the workstations licensed, you may also install the Fonts on a network
server. The number of workstations licensed means each and every workstation where the
Fonts will be used, not just the maximum number on a network that might possibly use it at
any one time.
1.3: For every workstation for which you are licensed, you may also install the Fonts on a
portable (laptop) computer, phone, tablet and/or a home computer, provided the Fonts are
not used on the secondary computer(s) at the same time. At home, you may not install the
Fonts on the computers of other family members.
1.4: If the Fonts are free, you may distribute the Fonts within the same company or
household, provided this license agreement is included.
2. Copyright
2.1: You have not bought the Fonts: you are licensed to use them, by the terms and
conditions of this agreement. Typodermic Fonts Inc. retains title and all copyrights to the
Fonts, and all copies and adaptations thereof in whatever media. The Fonts are intellectual
property, containing proprietary information and valuable trade secrets, and as such they are
protected by the copyright laws of many nations, and by international treaties. You may not
copy the Fonts, except as specified in this agreement.
2.2: Archival copies of the Fonts may be made.
2.3: You may provide a copy of the Fonts to your service bureau or commercial printer, with
the job files for output, but only if you are assured that the Fonts will be used only for
outputting your files and will be deleted subsequently.
2.4: Embedding of the Fonts in documents (e.g. PDF files) is permitted for viewing and
printing, but not for editing. If someone at a remote location wants to edit a document
which contains embedded Fonts, they must purchase their own license. Internal corporate
documents with embedded Fonts may of course be edited on licensed workstations.
2.5: You may not rent, lease, sub-license, distribute, disseminate, give away or lend the
Fonts. You may permanently transfer the Fonts provided the recipient accepts the terms of
this agreement, and if you delete all your copies of the Fonts.
2.6: You may modify typesetting produced by the Fonts in any way you see fit. You may
also modify the Fonts for your own personal or internal business use, but you may not
distribute, or transfer your adaptations; for instance, (a) you may not make customized
versions of the Fonts for use by your clients, (b) you may not adapt, or merge the Fonts to
create hybrid Fonts for resale. Each workstation where a modified Font is installed shall be
counted as one of your permitted number of users.
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2.7: Use by Employees and Freelancers. It is your responsibility to inform employees,
freelancers and any others who have access to the Fonts at your premises, of the terms and
conditions of this agreement, and to ensure that they abide by these terms and conditions.
3. Warranty & Liabilities
3.1: Typodermic warrants the Fonts to be free from defects in materials and workmanship
under normal use for a period of twenty one (21) days from the date of delivery as shown
on your receipt. Typodermic’s entire liability and your exclusive remedy as to defective
Fonts shall be, at Typodermic’s option, either return of purchase price or replacement of any
such product that is returned to Typodermic with a copy of the invoice or send a new
version of the Fonts. Typodermic shall have no responsibility to replace the Fonts or refund
the purchase price if failure results from accident, abuse or misapplication, or if any Fonts
are lost or damaged due to theft, fire, or negligence. Any replacement product will be
warranted for twenty one (21) days. This warranty gives you specific legal rights. You may
have other rights, which vary from state to state. EXCEPT AS EXPRESSLY PROVIDED
ABOVE, THE PRODUCT, IS PROVIDED “AS IS”. NEITHER TYPODERMIC NOR
THE DISTRIBUTOR MAKES ANY WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EITHER
EXPRESSED OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO THE IMPLIED
WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY AND FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR
PURPOSE.
3.2: The entire risk as to the quality and performance of the Fonts rests upon you. Neither
Typodermic nor the distributor warrants that the functions contained in the Fonts will meet
your requirements or that the operation of the Fonts will be uninterrupted or error free.
NEITHER TYPODERMIC NOR THE DISTRIBUTOR SHALL BE LIABLE FOR ANY
DIRECT, INDIRECT, CONSEQUENTIAL, OR INCIDENTAL DAMAGES (INCLUDING
DAMAGES FROM LOSS OF BUSINESS PROFITS, BUSINESS INTERRUPTION,
LOSS OF BUSINESS INFORMATION, AND THE LIKE) ARISING OUT OF THE USE
OF OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONTS EVEN IF THE DISTRIBUTOR OR
TYPODERMIC HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES.
3.3: Because some states do not allow the exclusion or limitation of liability for
consequential or incidental damages, the above limitation may not apply to you.
4. Termination
This agreement terminates automatically without notice from Typodermic should you fail to
comply with any of its provisions.
5. Custom Agreement
If your requirements are beyond what is covered by this agreement, you may be able to
purchase a custom license through a font vendor. This includes but is not limited to web
fonts, eBooks, applications and OEM. Visit typodermicfonts.com/custom for details.
6. Governing Law
This agreement is governed by the laws of Canada and the province of British Columbia.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.
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"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.
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TERMINATION
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