
 

 
  



 

Copyright 

Life After War Box Set 
Books 4-6 

By Angela White 

 

 

Title : Law Box Set 

Books 4-6 of Life After War 

Edition : 2021 

Length: 2524 pages 

Author : Angela White 

ISBN#: 978-1-945927-99-7 

 

Copyright:  © Angela White 

All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this 

publication may be replicated, redistributed, or 

given away in any form without prior written 

consent. 

  



 

Box Set TOC 
 

Book Four 

 

Book Five 

 

Book Six 



 

Book Four 
Dystopian Stand  



 

 
Safe Haven Route of Travel 

(For book 4) 

 

https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=201819586205862863011.0004e80303aa828bf8ef2&msa=0&ll=35.371135,-87.51709&spn=16.419512,22.939453
https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=201819586205862863011.0004e80303aa828bf8ef2&msa=0&ll=35.371135,-87.51709&spn=16.419512,22.939453
https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=201819586205862863011.0004e80303aa828bf8ef2&msa=0&ll=35.371135,-87.51709&spn=16.419512,22.939453


 

Thank you Kim, Carol, Drew, Stacey, Jeanne 

M, Allison, Charles, Elizabeth, Angie H, Crystal, 

John M, Jeff, Wendy, Marleen, Kristi, Harry, Jim, 

Jacqueline, Diane, Clara, for all your hard work! 

 

  



 

Copyright  

Life After War 4 

Dystopian Stand 
by 

Angela White 

 

 

Title : Dystopian Stand 

Life After War Book 4 

Edition : 2021 

Length: 859 pages 

Author : Angela White 

ISBN#: 978-1-945927-07-2 

Copyright  ©Angela White. All rights reserved 

worldwide. No part of this publication may be 

replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form 

without the prior written consent. 

  



 

Table of Contents 
 

Prologue 

Concentrated Chaos 

Honest Lies 

Do Your Part 

Add One More 

Fix the World 

Surrounded by Killers 

Oh, Hellé 

Donôt get Buggy 

Set Us Up 

Fireworks 

All that Planning 

High Overhead 

Once a Ghost 

Deceptive Innocence 

Shadow Riders 

These Dreams 

Sex and Power 

Inside and Out 

Hit and Run 

Black Ice and Sinkholes 

How Many More? 

Crossed Lines 

Smurf Balls 

Letôs End This 

Breaking Point 

Homecoming 

Closing  



 

-Extras Section 

  



 

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, 

Theyôll deliver more of the same. 

 



 

Safe Haven will standïunited, 

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 
 

ñA period of adjustment is always required 

during a change in leadership, but not everyone can 

afford the lost time. Thatôs when you discover if 

theyôre worth following at all.ò ïAdrian Mitchel, 

Former leader of SHRC 

  



 

Prologue 
 

The war has begun to change us. 

The mental cliffs weôve been forced to leapïthe 

horrors we now hold insideïare nothing compared 

to the physical evolutions. Weôre harder, stronger, 

more determined, but also weaker because we need 

each other so much more. It creates vulnerabilities. 

Weôre angrier, as well. We know the 

government survived and weôll have to fight them to 

remain free. Weôve 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 whatôs 

left of the great American herd. 

And Iôm scared. 

They are going to come for himïthese people 

will know everything in a short timeïand Adrian 

will be unprotected except for the Eagles. That 

wonôt 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 
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ñRaven to Kyle. Have someone escort Conner 

to the medical tent.ò 

ñCopy.ò 

She looked at Neil in annoyance. ñNext?ò 

She reminded him so strongly of Marc on his 

second day in Safe Haven that Neil smiled despite 

the heaviness in his heart. ñQuestions. You provide 

the answers.ò 

Angela planted her feet firmly, as sheôd seen 

Adrian do so many times, and found the stance 

almost comfortable. ñHit me. I can take it now.ò 



 

At the moment, Neil had little doubt. The waves 

of determination rolling from her were strong 

enough to bolster his own lagging faith. ñFirst is 

camp security. Stays doubled?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñWeôre taking in new arrivals, even though we 

know they might be assassins?ò 

ñYes. Myself, Charlie, or Jenniferïin that 

orderïwill go through them. If weôre all busy, then 

they wait.ò 

Neil hoped that would be a standard now. They 

couldnôt take any more chances, not with the 

government coming. 

Subtly reading those closest to her, Angela 

opened a fresh layer of concern. ñIt wonôt be just 

him, Neil. They know about Conner, and about me. 

One careless slip or forced conversation, and weôre 

on their radar for Jennifer and Sam as well.ò 

ñTheyôll take all of you!ò Neil realized, 

horrified. 

ñAnd then kill the others here. Itôs what you do 

when thereôs an outbreak.ò 

ñOtherwise it spreads.ò 

ñYes, but they donôt understand the dream of 

freedom doesnôt belong to one man or even an entire 

camp. Itôs a birthright; weôll never stop fighting.ò 

She glanced around, including the nervously 

listening Eagles. ñTheyôre not taking anyone from 

this camp. Iôll die first.ò 

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. ñHeôs your personal shadow for 

the day. If you donôt see him, even for an instant, 

trigger your alarm.ò 

Before she could question, Neil motioned to an 

Eagle in the trees she couldnôt identify from where 

they stood. 

ñThatôs Shawn. Heôs your sniper todayïfresh 

out of Marcôs class and eager to pull the trigger. If 

you donôt want them shot, stay out of reach of all 

new people.ò 

Angela agreed curtly. ñWhat else?ò 

ñKevin will go over a couple things, and then 

youôll be on your own.ò 

Kevin immediately asked what many were 

already wondering. ñYouôve chosen Marc as your 

XO?ò 

ñAdrian gave him that place. I didnôt argue.ò 

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. 

Kevinôs would be better, though certainly not easier 

considering the circumstances. 

ñWe realize youôve had...ò 



 

ñI realize,ò Neil corrected without the malice 

that had always layered Kennôs teaching moments. 

ñThe slot comes with the blame, as well as the 

fame.ò 

Kevin cleared his throat. ñI realize youôve had 

almost no time to adjust, but the faster you settle 

three things, the easier this camp will run for you.ò 

Angela liked it that she wasnôt the only one who 

was unsure exactly what to do. She answered 

reasonably. ñYou tell me, Iôll argue, and weôll go 

from there.ò 

Kevin blinked. ñUh, yeah. Okay.ò He cleared 

his throat again. ñYour chain of command, your 

rules and punishments, and a meeting where you tell 

the camp those things.ò 

Angela raised a brow. ñWhatôs the third?ò 

Kevin made a face. ñThat was all three.ò 

Angela was eager to rise to the challenge sheôd 

been gifted with. ñPicking and then telling the camp 

are on the same ticket. The second is getting the 

camp to approve my choices. Whatôs the third?ò 

Neil was impressed. He and Kyle had thrown 

that in with no real hopes sheôd catch it due to their 

clever wording. ñThird is following throughï

getting it to all work.ò 

Kevin frowned. ñDo you know how youôre 

going to get their approval?ò 

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. ñNo, I donôt.ò 

She retreated before they could respond. Of 

course, she knew how to do it. She had to save 

Adrianôs 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. 

Kevinôs face was red as he caught up. ñSorry. I 

didnôt know they were testing you.ò 

Angela shrugged. ñThey got you too, rookie.ò 

ñYeah.ò He grunted. ñThis is all new. I never 

thought theyôd recommend me for this.ò 

ñRecommend? I get a choice?ò 

ñSure. Neil said youôd probably let Marc know 

who you prefer for your...ò Kevin paused, unsure 

what place heôd been shoved into. 

Angela filled in the title with grave pride. 

ñPersonal assistant to the leader of Safe Haven 

Refugee Camp.ò 

Kevinôs mind went to places he knew better 

than to mourn. Those days would come around 

again. They were working hard on it even now. ñI 

wonôt be mad if you let me go for Kyle or Jeremy, 



 

or someone who already knows how the inside stuff 

works.ò 

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. 

ñI mean it. I wonôt be mad. I donôt have enough 

experience for this.ò 

She grunted. ñThat makes two of us.ò 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 Adrianôs feverish 

body; the witch scanned him. 

Dying, came the prompt answer. Poison and 

infection. 

I have to have Adrian. I canôt do this without his 

guidance. 

You know the price? 

I do. 

And you pay it willingly? 

Marc will be Charlieôs lifeline? 

Yes. Fathers have the same gifts. 

And Adrianôs right about what he put in the 

notebook? That...Marcôs 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 havenôt recovered enough. Another twelve 

hours. 

He may not have that long. 

Adrian didnôt wake, but she sensed he wasnôt so 

far under she couldnôt 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 hadnôt been there before. 

She should be devastated Marc had lied, but she 

wasnôt. She hadnôt been even from the instant sheôd 

read that curtly scribbled paragraph. 

For personal reasons, Iôve chosen not to tell her 

what Marcôs hiding. When she runs that blue glow 

through the filters, does she miss the meaning 

intentionally? I wonder if she hasnôt 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 wasnôt how it had happened. Until Safe Haven, 

she hadnôt suspected at all. Once here, though, Marc 

had fit Adrianôs leadership profile a bit too closely 

to be overlooked by the boss man. That had been 

her first clueïthat Adrian found Marc useful enough 

to take advice and use him in FND work. Then, 



 

sheôd noticed Marcôs way with the camp women, 

heard him using it. Moments from their childhood 

had flashed her to the magic theyôd always shared, 

to how heôd always understood her so well. By the 

time the glow had happened, it had only been a 

confirmation that sheôd been scared to get before 

then. That was why sheôd never filled up from him; 

they both 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. ñHave 

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.ò 

ñCan 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.ò 

Thrilled to be getting a cover story with the 

request, Angela was able to sound almost cheerful. 

ñYou, doctor, can have about anything you want.ò 

She hated witnesses. 

John grunted, unable to play along. ñHow about 

the cure for Cancer?ò 

Angela viewed him in dismay. ñItôs back? 

Already?ò 

John took off his glasses, rubbing restlessly at 

the frame. ñThis is a particularly aggressive type. 

The chemicals weôre absorbing are feeding it, I 

think.ò 



 

Angela asked the question that now mattered 

most to her. ñHow many people in camp have 

terminal cancers?ò 

John didnôt meet her observant stare. ñMore 

than a dozen, with twice that many suspected.ò 

ñOh, my god!ò Was this covered in one of 

Adrianôs notebooks? ñThatôs like... Thatôs...ò 

ñAlmost a sixth of them.ò 

Angela turned to stare toward the camp she 

could hear waking. One in six. There was no way 

she could help them all. 

ñHe said to tell you not to drown in the badïto 

swim through it.ò 

Angela tried to breathe normally. She wasnôt 

drowning in pityïshe was furious. How dare fate 

take yet another cut! Johnôs hand on her arm was a 

warm comfort she shrugged off. ñIôll work on it. 

Youôll have him ready?ò 

ñFor both appointments.ò John slid his glasses 

on. ñYou know heôll be groggy and in pain. They 

might see through his act.ò 

Angela sighed, moving for the flap to relay the 

doctorôs needs to Kevin. ñYes. I also know Adrian 

would rather be with his people than anywhere else. 

Heôll pull strength from their joy. They wonôt know, 

but theyôll be the ones who really save him.ò 

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. 

ñWhat should I do?ò 

Angela let Cynthia stay close as she left the 

medical tent. ñGet the teamïyouôre in charge on this 

one. I want the kidsô group working the QZ gate. 

Have them scan every living thing that gets close to 

this camp. When thereôs a lull, I want them 

patrolling the perimeter with the senior Eagles. 

Make it clear they do as theyôre told or they return 

to being camp kids. We want their help, but donôt 

need it should be the undertone.ò 

Cynthia left without looking at Kevin. 

ñWe hear from Kenn yet?ò Angela asked. 

Kevin made a motion to the perimeter man and 

got a quick response. ñHe checked in before dawn, 

but not since.ò 

ñI want him first when he gets home.ò Angela 

gave an order without realizing it. ñMake sure Iôm 

here for it.ò 

ñI will.ò 

Angela spotted Mitch in the coffee line. ñThatôs 

different.ò 

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 couldnôt spare the 

time. The problems with their animal population 



 

would also have to wait. ñJohn needs help in here. 

Go visit these people and tell them itôs time they 

used their skills instead of mooching in fear.ò 

Kevin recorded the names and left. These 

women had nursing skills, but hadnôt told Adrian? 

Didnôt 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. 

ñCoffee?ò 

Angela smiled gratefully as Li Sing hurried to 

push a steaming mug into her hand. 

ñSit, eat.ò 

Angela wasnôt going to, but the smell of freshly 

baked bread caught her nose and pulled her onto the 

bench. ñJust for a minute.ò 

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 minuteïsomething she hadnôt had 

since before going into Little Rock. Later, it would 

be impossible. 

ñButter?ò 

Angela tore off a small chunk. ñNope.ò 



 

The warm bread was perfect, and she found 

herself sitting quietly instead of viewing the notes 

and to-do list sheôd made. The sound of the camp 

coming to life was...magical. 

ñYou look like him. Stop it.ò 

Angela didnôt answer Kyleôs 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. Heôd more than earned the break. 

Crack! 

A number of people flinched at the distant 

thunder. It was something they hadnôt heard in 

months. 

ñYeah, that timing figures.ò Angela wasnôt 

bitter. Theyôd 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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ñHow is he?ò 

Chris jumped at the hostile voice, backing away 

from the food bowl heôd just set down. ñPerfectï

like there wasnôt even a fight.ò 

Marc scowled. ñMaybe there wasnôt!ò 



 

Chris retreated as Marc came closer. It was easy 

to guess the man was upset. The vet grabbed for a 

calming trigger. ñHowôs Adrian?ò 

Marc growled. 

Chris cowered along the tent wall. Wrong 

button! 

Dog was instantly alarmed at the waves in the 

tent. This wasnôt the master heôd chosen to serve. 

This was the Marineïwho Dog happened to loathe. 

The wolf wasnôt 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. ñIf anyone suspects what I did, youôre who 

Iôll talk to about it.ò 

Chris stammered out a promise, but it wasnôt 

enough for Marc. 

ñThat includes the chain of commandïall of it.ò 

Chris understood, but unlike the Eagles, he 

wasnôt 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 wouldnôt happen 

now. ñTheyôll think it wasnôt bad, that I took care of 

it. Keep him in here for a bit to cover.ò 

Satisfied, Marc delivered a last blast from his 

anger supply. ñMitch told me he saw you skulking 

around the night of the sinkhole. Iôm checking into 

that when shit settles down around here. Now get 

out.ò 



 

Chris fled, shaking with fear and anger. Marc 

thought he could make changes while Adrian was 

laid up, did he? 

ñBut he didnôt notice he had help.ò Chris hadnôt 

been able to leave the wolf to suffer. Marcôs magic 

had done wonders, saved the animal, but the vet had 

also contributed. 

Chris hurried toward the animal trailer; mind a 

furious maze of secrets and scars. ñIôll show him. 

And when I do, she wonôt want him anymore.ò 

Marc knelt to stroke the wolf, not reacting to 

Dogôs reluctance. The animal would always sense 

the difference, but Marc had no choice in how he 

handled the vet. Adrianôs traditional methods had 

barely worked on Chris before. This required 

sterner measures and heôd had to bring the military 

man inside forward to do it. Marc didnôt like being 

mean, even to those he mistrusted or didnôt care for. 

It wasnôt 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. Heôd watched 

Adrian put the wolf to work and been glad. He, too, 

understood what it meant to be needed, to have a 

place 

ñBut not this one.ò Marc frowned. ñThe load is 

too heavy. Itôll use us both up.ò 



 

Dog nudged Marcôs hands. He switched ears, 

wishing he could talk to Dog. He wasnôt sure what 

heôd say, other than to ask if the wolf had another 

name he preferred. After all these years, óDogô felt 

rude. The big animal was much more than that. 

Dog strained, not sure if it could be done, but 

willing to tryé 

Marc stilled at the new sensation. He knew what 

it wasïsomeone inexperienced trying to find a line 

in... Sudden intuition made him drop his mental 

walls. 

Take her and runïnow. 

Marc drew his gun, even though he connected 

the deep voice to Dog almost instantly. ñWhereôs 

the threat?ò 

In the medical tent, about to be healed. 

Marc winced, holstering. ñThe first time weôve 

spoken and thatôs what you pick?ò 

Dog blew out a damp snort. A warning to get 

your mate and go, while you still have her. Isnôt that 

valuable? 

Marc sighed. ñIt would be, if I didnôt already 

know.ò 

Dog glanced up in confusion. 

Marc forced the words out. ñMy time with her 

is limited. I donôt know why, or what I can do that 

would possibly change it without hurting all these 

people, but I know sheôll leave me. At some point, 

she wonôt be satisfied.ò 

Dog didnôt know what to say, beyond the 

obvious. Why would you accept that? 



 

ñI havenôt. Iôll fight for her until Iôm dead...or 

until she says sheôs done. When I hear that, Iôm 

gone.ò 

Why would you go through so much pain for 

something you have no hope of keeping? 

ñLove sucks like that, Dog. It doesnôt give you 

a choice.ò 

Dog considered. Like the breeding heats. 

Marc was startled into a smile. ñUh, yeah, I 

guess. You have no choice, right?ò 

Dog whined lowly. Iôd 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. ñNo idea. Find a substitute and 

hurt, take off and roam this dead world, blow my 

brains out... Itôs hard to say at this point.ò Marc 

shook off the depression. ñBut 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...ò 

Dog whined again, burying his head under a 

large paw. 

Marc laughed. ñSorry.ò 

Dog rolled over. Iôll 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 didnôt want to ask, but he had to. ñAnd if 

she questions you directly on it?ò 



 

Dog, who was sure telling Adrian those 

forbidden things had caused his near-death, made 

his choice quickly. I wonôt answer in any way that 

would imply I was healed. 

ñCan she...ò Marc sighed. ñCould she pry it out 

of your mind?ò 

She wonôt need to. If I refuse to answer, sheôll 

know itôs to protect someone. 

ñShe wonôt think of me.ò 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 heôd left her to be different alone 

because heôd feared the same treatment; when she 

finally realized heôd been lying to her the entire time 

theyôd known each other, it would be the beginning 

of the end for them. That was a pain 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 didnôt have Cynthiaôs 

duty. Between Angela and that teenage mess, Marc 

wasnôt sure he had the worst end of the whipping 

stick. 
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ñWhy us? Weôre not trained for this.ò 

Cynthia didnôt answer. None of the teenagers 

had liked being dragged from their warm cots. 



 

ñCanôt we at least have a few minutes to wake 

up?ò Even Charlie was grouchy. He was missing his 

morning time with Tracy. This was the only ten 

minutes he could steal with her. Later, the camp 

would be too active. 

Cynthia still didnôt respond. She wouldnôt until 

one of them asked a question that mattered. 

ñIsnôt this a job for the Eagles or Angela?ò 

Jennifer was moving slower than the others. Her 

back was aching. 

Cynthiaôs continued silence annoyed the sullen 

kids; the complaints began to fly uncensored. When 

it got loud enough to draw attention, Cynthia 

stopped and turned around. She looked at Charlie, 

but each of them felt her silent scold. 

Charlie didnôt cave. ñWell, we wonôt be doing 

anything! After all the fighting here yesterday, any 

groups that were around took off.ò 

Cynthia gestured toward a cloud of dust coming 

from the west. ñJust the opposite. Because weôve 

proven repeatedly that we can defend ourselves, 

theyôll come in heavier now. And your mom wants 

you here, officially. If it goes well, this might be a 

regular post.ò 

Charlie caught the hint. ñYou mean weôll pick 

who gets in and who doesnôt?ò 

Cynthia had forgotten how Angela had told her 

to handle it. ñYes. We need you to do your duty 

here.ò 

Understanding that it wasnôt make-work, the 

group stopped complaining. 



 

Cynthia went on. ñThe front desk is where 

youôll sit. The guards will let in one carload at a time 

for you to do paperwork. Make us proud.ò 

Charlie turned to Jennifer. ñYou and I will dig 

in while Matt and Becca distract them. Between the 

two of us, weôll ferret out every little secret.ò 

Jennifer was all for it. ñWe should have a code 

or something, for the ones we decide to refuse.ò 

ñWhat about a code like the Eagles use?ò Matt 

was eager to be more important than the Eagles. 

ñThat way our men can get rid of them.ò 

Cynthia listened, hearing the self-importance, 

the too-strict laws emerging. It wasnôt what they 

needed. When the teenagers began openly 

discussing life and death, Cynthia remembered her 

instructions and understood why Angela hadnôt 

wanted it handled this way. 

ñStop it!ò The reporter was angry. ñYour first 

thought, when you find something you donôt like, is 

to ask yourself what Adrian would do.ò Cynthia 

held up a curt finger against the protests. ñYou guys 

havenôt been made leaders. You donôt decide life 

and death, or who stays and goes. Angela and 

Adrian do that! Youôll fill out their paperwork, send 

them to a QZ tent, and let an Eagle know if thereôs 

a problem. You will not directly confront anyone 

about anything you pick up or Angela will send you 

back to the training tent.ò 

Complete silence came, layered in hostile 

glowers. 



 

Cynthia didnôt know what to do. ñFine. You 

know what? Iôm going to go tell her I screwed up 

by telling you this job mattered, and then Iôm going 

to tell her I think itôs a bad idea.ò Cynthia stomped 

away. 

ñHang on!ò 

ñDonôt!ò 

She stopped, but didnôt face them. ñAngela 

knew you guys werenôt ready. I thought you were. 

Itôs no big deal. Youôll train for another six months 

before you get the next chance and then youôll do 

great on it.ò She resumed her steps, fully prepared 

to report exactly that. 

Charlie waved the others toward the QZ desk 

with a low whisper. ñWait for me there.ò 

He hurried to Cynthiaôs side. 

The reporter tried to block her thoughts by 

thinking of the brick wall from Village of the 

Damned. 

ñThat doesnôt work on me. Cool idea, though, 

to hide the bomb that way. We might know 

something was there, but until enough brick 

crumbled, youôd have the advantage.ò 

Cynthia glanced over in mild surprise. Not only 

did Charlie make it a habit to never talk to her, he 

also didnôt talk openly about magic with anyone but 

his mom. Even in the lessons, which were being 

called the Jr. Eagles, he was careful. 

ñThank you.ò 

Cynthia stopped to give him a searching look. 

ñFor your mom, right?ò 



 

Charlie nodded. ñI was reading you just then 

and I realized I hadnôt said that.ò 

Only two other people giving her those words 

had meant more. Cynthia felt her heart expand; she 

shoved away the teary emotions. ñYou have to lead 

them. If you want the things I think you do, the legal 

bonds with certain people, then work for it.ò 

Charlie knew she meant Tracy. For that bond, 

he would work their team into the ground. 

Cynthia knew sheôd gotten to him. She turned 

to glare at the other kids over the distance. ñEach of 

them has triggers inside those intelligent minds. 

When you hit one, remember and use it ruthlessly. 

Theyôve been complete strangers to you, fellow 

refugees, and even friends. Now, make them your 

team.ò 

ñI need to think.ò Charlie hesitated. ñCan I stand 

here and do it, or should I put them to work and do 

it during?ò 

Cynthia leaned against the water tanker. 

ñWhich way would be more effective?ò 

Charlie considered. ñIf I could at least plan out 

this first day, I could work on tomorrowôs setup 

after the shift.ò 

ñGood. Why not send your team to the mess for 

trays to bring with them and buy planning time?ò 

Charlie liked it that his first order would be well 

received. ñThanks, Cyn.ò 

Cynthia froze at the nickname; she quickly 

turned around before she started crying. Being 

accepted still felt odd.  
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K enn pulled into the QZ parking lot just before 

lunch, annoyed and worried about more than just 

Adrian. Heôd already checked in with the perimeter 

men over the radio. Everyone knew heôd 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 wasnôt. 

Heôd 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 

wouldnôt 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. 

ñYes, to all of those and shut the QZ desk half 

an hour before dark. From now on, weôll pass out 

food and water, get a sheet on any medical issues 

they have that canôt wait, and tell them weôll open 

at 8am.ò 

ñDo you want security on those who wait 

overnight?ò 

Angela paused to consider Kevinôs question, 

then made the choice. ñYes, but light. I donôt want 

to scare even one of them away.ò 

As Kevin left, Samantha took over the 

questioning. ñNeil said to tell you he needs an 

answer on the first three things you were given.ò 

ñTell Neil to cool them all offïsend the music 

players out and dig up some pre-holiday fireworks. 

Thatôll 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 weôre hiding 

his death, they might riot.ò Angela moved out of 

sight. 

Kenn noticed how much quiet protection she 

had, including Adrianôs personal sniper... His 

mouth dropped open. ñHe gave it to her!ò 



 

Mocking laughter came from nearby. 

ñAfter all the training lessons, did you really 

think he wouldnôt gift her that way? Werenôt you 

watching her soak it up like she was born a 

Mitchel?ò 

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 Kennôs intentions, but also his cooperation. 

Now wasnôt the time for battling each other. ñYou 

lost your chance at leadership a while ago. So have 

most of the top men along the way. Other than the 

rookie teams, sheôs the only Eagle left who might 

hesitate to pull a trigger, to kill.ò 

Kenn didnôt respond. 

Marc straightened. ñThe man I served with 

would have known this was coming.ò 

Kennôs face darkened. ñI assumed it would be 

you in charge, asshole.ò 

Marc smirked, moving off. ñYou were wrong. 

On a lot of things.ò 

Kenn saw Daryl fall into the shadows, staying 

even with Marc, and understood what hadnôt been 

said. Daryl, on the few occasions theyôd seen fit to 

protect him, had been Kennôs sniper. Safe Havenôs 

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. ñI donôt need another 

intervention.ò 

ñThat would be a pleasant change.ò Angela 

came from behind him, looking tired and glorious 

under stress. Kenn hated her. 

ñHow was the trip?ò 

Kenn grunted. ñMake-work.ò 

Angela stayed alert. ñYeah, Iôm sorry about 

that. Adrian thought it was best you were away 

when everything happened.ò 

ñAdrian?ò 

Angela lit a cigarette, ignoring Kennôs snide 

tone. Sheôd been awake for four hours and she was 

already beat. How did Adrian do this day-in and 

day-out? ñAdrian made the calls on placement, 

though he made it clear I can change them if Iôm 

unhappy.ò 

Kenn snorted rudely. ñYou and asshole running 

it allïwhy would you protest?ò 

ñBecause I need this camp to run even smoother 

than it did under Adrian, and the only way that 

happens is through you.ò 

Kenn recognized a peace offering; he 

considered it. ñYouôll bump Marc somewhere else? 

Somewhere below me?ò 

ñYes.ò Angela stared coolly. ñDo I need to?ò 

ñIf I say yes, what happens?ò 

ñYou get the XO slot, Marc gets something a lot 

further down, and the camp and Eagles spend the 



 

rest of Adrianôs recovery making your life as 

miserable as they possibly can.ò 

Kenn had known, but hearing it, being sure he 

had no choice, helped. ñAnd if I say no?ò 

ñYou stay on Adrianôs right through his 

recovery and top off a steady reform with bonus 

points.ò 

ñMeaning Iôm forgiven?ò 

Angela had bigger things to spar over. ñFor me? 

Yes. And that means for most of the Eagles, as 

well.ò 

Kenn didnôt 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. 

ñShould I bump him?ò 

ñNo.ò 

Satisfied, Angela turned away without adding 

anything. A manôs 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. 

ñHey!ò 

Angela didnôt face Kennôs accusing tone. She 

knew what was coming. 

ñWhy didnôt I rate a constant shadow?ò 

ñBecause you were always the threat.ò 
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Lunchtime for Safe Haven found both sides of 

the QZ tape calm. 

Angela keyed her new mike. ñI need the top 

people at the little mess.ò 

There were garbled rogers. She keyed the mike 

again. ñFive minutes.ò 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. Heôd 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 didnôt know your place by now, odds 

were good that you didnôt have one. 

Angela went into the little mess. She leaned on 

an end of a table, too restless to sit. ñYou guys know 

who handles what and I feel no need to disrupt 

Adrianôs routines...yet. Iôm going to tell you what I 

know has to be done. Youôll then tell me who 

handles each item and hit me with anything I 

missed.ò 

Kenn took out his notebook, surveying the area. 

ñWhereôs the new XO?ò 

Angela concentrated for an instant. She didnôt 

need as much time now to use her gifts. ñPerimeter 



 

check. It makes him nervous to have all of us in one 

place now.ò 

Neil nodded. ñSame here.ò 

Angela got them going. ñThe rain is first. 

Samantha says weôre in for a downpour over a 

couple days. Make whatever preparations Adrian 

normally has you do, but be low-key about it. The 

camp canôt know that we knew.ò 

Neil raised a finger. ñThatôs mine.ò 

Marc came through the flap and took the open 

seat on Angelaôs right without a comment, but his 

face was tight. 

She kept rolling. ñWeôll have to switch our 

parking area. Getting stuck in the mud isnôt a big 

deal until Adrian says letôs roll.ò 

ñIôll take care of it.ò 

She ignored Kennôs flat tone. ñWe also need to 

move tents and animals. You and Neil will work 

together?ò 

Both men agreed, neither as reluctantly as she 

might have expected. Kenn missing XO this time 

around had settled a lot of Neilôs remaining 

animosity. 

ñAdrianôs pet projects are next. I know he has a 

lot of things going on. Someone needs to get me a 

list, with updates.ò 

Kenn wrote it in his book. 

ñAdrian needs thingsïhis 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.ò Angela 



 

registered the calming atmosphere, but she was too 

busy settling into settling things down to figure out 

what it meant. ñSchedules 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.ò 

ñIôve got all that.ò Marcôs tone dared anyone to 

argue. 

No one did. 

ñI want entertainments set up, too, but not just 

anything. I need people well occupied. If heôs been 

saving something good, nowôs the time to bring it 

out.ò 

ñMine and Jax.ò Jeremy wrote the notes. 

ñThe QZ needs two gophers and a burning crew. 

Tell Li Sing all hot meals for the next week.ò 

Angela stubbed out her cig as she waited for them 

to catch up and sort the jobs, then she continued. 

ñHow are we on water and fuel?ò 

ñLow, but okay for roughly two hundred miles 

and one camp stop of four days.ò Kenn thumbed 

through his worn book for the information. 

ñSo we have two dayôs reserves and four days 

stock on both?ò 

ñMaybe five, if we start rationing now.ò 

ñNo. Weôll 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.ò Angela switched topics. ñHave there been 

any reports of lurkers or anything out of place from 

the teens on the gate or the guards?ò 



 

Everyone indicated things were fine; she was 

relieved. She wasnôt sure how to handle it yet when 

the answer came back different. ñWhat about the 

camp?ò 

Neil shrugged. ñAppears to be calm.ò 

Clearly, none of them was sure. ñWeôll 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.ò Angela held it out. 

Jeremy didnôt protest when Neil took it. 

ñWhat about the other kids inside the complex?ò 

Kyle frowned. ñThe ones like Conner?ò 

Kenn glanced at Angela. ñThey took off the 

second we escaped.ò 

Neither of them said that would be how the 

government bunker found out what happened. They 

didnôt need to. 

ñThatôs it from me. What did I miss?ò 

Kenn closed his book after making a final note. 

ñOther than the ants, Iôm good.ò 

There was an impressed note to his voice that 

she didnôt put stock in. ñLeave the ants for now. The 

rain will buy some time there. Anything else?ò 

No one spoke. She looked around. ñSurely I 

missed something?ò 

ñNot that I noticed.ò Marc didnôt soften his 

sharp tone. ñYouôll be almost as good at this as 

Adrian is.ò He walked out into the stiff breeze, 

leaving an uncomfortable silence. 



 

ñHeôs checking the perimeter again.ò Angela 

was keeping track of his thoughts now. ñWeôll 

wait.ò 

Marc wasnôt gone long. No one missed the note 

of accusation as he spoke. 

ñDaleôs moving this way with enough panic on 

his face to draw attention. People are already 

peering from flaps and tables.ò 

Angela sighed. She had missed something. 

Sheôd assumed Marc had taken care of the final 

threat, but it was clear thereôd been another. 

Angela glanced at Kenn first. 

Kenn knew who the problem was. ñThe odds 

were low on it. I should have said it might happen.ò 

ñWeôll handle it like Adrian would.ò 

Kennôs eyes went to Kyleôs frown and then 

Marcôs thickening glare. ñSome of us can.ò 

Angela took another leap into the role sheôd 

been given. ñNegotiation attempt?ò 

ñMaybe.ò Kenn shrugged as Dale ducked into 

the little mess, voice almost a squeal. 

ñI canôt find Ray and Iôve been searching for 

hours. He was shot. Heôs supposed to be resting!ò 

Neil hurried over to quiet him. 

ñTwo-man Recon team?ò Angela was still 

looking at Kenn. 

In his mind, the words were different. 

Take Marc and show him whatôs expected of 

Safe Havenôs XO. 



 

Kenn hadnôt been ready, but he covered it well. 

ñI think thatôs best. Unless you want to let Marc 

loose on them.ò 

Angela caught the questionïShould I make him 

do it? She didnôt answer. 

Marc scowled. ñHow many fucking walking 

plagues did you guys bring back from that city?ò 

Angela grunted. ñToo many.ò 

ñWhere is he?!ò Dale demanded from around 

Neilôs arm. 

Kenn was waiting for Angelaôs final choice, but 

Marc didnôt. He knew what had to be doneïthe 

same thing it always came to. More blood had to 

spill. ñLetôs go. Fill me in while we travel.ò 

Kenn slowly rose, giving Angela time to say no. 

When she didnôt, his respect for her went up. Kenn 

rotated back before reaching the flap. ñIf he balks?ò 

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. ñThen you do it.ò 

Kenn accepted the direct order without any 

reaction, but inside, there was a small cry from the 

old Kenn. He didnôt like taking her orders and that 

wouldnôt ever change. 

They left as Neil took Dale out of earshot for a 

private talk. 

ñQuarantine Dale.ò Angela looked at Kevin. 

ñDo it now.ò 

Kevin didnôt like the idea, but he understood 

why. He approached Neil and Dale, quickly coming 



 

up with a story. ñDale, 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.ò 

Dale didnôt protest. He didnôt think it was 

anything other than what heôd been told. He left 

with Kevin, allowing himself to be comforted. 

Angela turned to the remaining senior men. ñI 

want a full camp check in, the QZ shut, and our 

perimeter shrunk by half. Make it happen.ò 
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ñTell meïall of it.ò 

ñIt will be easier to show you.ò Theyôd found 

the prints outside Rayôs 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 wasnôt hard to pick out Rayôs 

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. 

ñBe ready with your rifle, and if you find you 

canôt pull the trigger, make sure I stay alive to do 

it.ò 

Marc hated not knowing, hated it that Angie 

thought he wouldnôt get the job done. ñJust tell me 

whatôs going on. Why is his jacket up there, but no 

ransom call or security?ò 



 

ñThey think we owe them this. When theyôre 

done with him, he might have been returned. But 

our new boss doesnôt want a peaceful ending.ò 

Marc wasnôt sure how to take that. ñDone with 

him, how?ò 

Kenn shuddered. Cara being dead was little 

comfort. ñJust cover me as well as you would her or 

I wonôt make it back to Safe Haven. And while I 

may not be missed, Ray will.ò 

Marc blew off the warnings. He didnôt intend to 

be responsible for Kennôs 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 didnôt know 

who the target was. 

The hundred or so 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. ñComing in! 

Get your leader.ò 

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 wasnôt. 

ñWhy are you here?ò 



 

Kenn blinked at the heavy English accent. ñTo 

collect whatôs been taken, of course.ò 

The womanôs expression said that wasnôt 

allowed. ñYour friend will be returned when he has 

satisfied the debt.ò 

ñI canôt allow that. He belongs to someone else 

and theyôve paid well for his return. Unless youôd 

like to make a better offer?ò 

The womanôs protection crowded closer, but 

she didnôt flinch. ñWhat did you have in mind?ò 

Kenn slowly pointed toward the jacket flapping 

harshly in the wind. ñYou return him and that, now, 

and we wonôt kill all of you.ò Kenn didnôt give them 

time to think. ñWhen 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 two 

thirds of you wonôt walk away. Being female means 

shit to us now.ò 

ñYou will belong to me.ò Tiffany leered.  ñTake 

him inside.ò 

Kenn made a subtle gesture to Marc and 

allowed himself to be taken into custody. 

ñRemember what I said, ladies. When I go for my 

gun, seventy of you will die.ò 
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Marc recognized the heavily used ploy from 

their time as Marines, but he wasnôt sure he could 

go through with it. Now that he understood, he was 



 

reluctantly forced to accept that Angie might have 

been right. He wasnôt 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 canôt, his demon replied brutally. But I can. 

If these women are allowed to roam free, theyôll 

become as dangerous as any group of men. 

Marc wanted to protest, but he couldnôt. There 

was no arguing with the truth. ñOkay. But youôll 

have to help me.ò 

I take no pleasure in killing. Sex makes no never 

mind to the color of blood. It all tastes the same and 

itôs always required. You know that. 

ñYes, I do.ò Marc adjusted his scope to the main 

door that had swallowed Kenn. He thought briefly 

about calling camp for reinforcements, but he 

realized Angela hadnôt wanted anyone else 

involved. 

ñAlso means these women are dangerous.ò He 

was still convincing himself. ñIf they werenôt, she 

might have sent a team as a training mission.ò 

He wasnôt sure why he thought that, only the 

similarities he was noticing. Sheôd picked up 

Adrianôs 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 donôt 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 Rayôs slumped form in 

the corner, the rest of the room was empty. 

ñDonôt get comfortable. We leave in an hour.ò 

Kenn settled onto the side of the longest couch, 

aware of how the womanôs needy gaze lingered on 

his body instead of his face. ñWhere you headed?ò 

Tiffany frowned. ñWe, my pet, are going west.ò 

Kenn shrugged evenly. ñYour funerals. Itôs 

dead there.ò 

ñWhy did you come? We would have returned 

him.ò 

Kenn lay back, putting his hands under his neck. 

He hadnôt been on real furniture since the war and 

it felt better than he remembered. ñWe have a new 

leader. She wants him returned now.ò 

The woman was startled, giving away how 

interested she was. 

Kenn grinned. ñSheôs a lot like you, but she has 

an army of lethal killers at her disposal. I would 

return her property. Itôs not too late. We donôt have 

to be enemies.ò 

Tiffany was starting to get the same uneasy 

feeling that sheôd had in Little Rock. She suddenly 



 

wished theyôd 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. 

ñOur kind has been hunted for a long time and we 

always survive. Weôll take our chances.ò 

ñAnd Angela will take your lives.ò Kenn waited 

for an answer. He finally looked over to find the 

snake woman had left the room. What the hell? He 

still wasnôt used to quiet females. 

Kenn got up and went over to Ray, not sure if 

he was alive. ñYou okay?ò 

Ray glanced up, bruised face thick with misery. 

ñNo.ò 

Startled at the immediate answer, Kenn checked 

him visually for other signs of abuse, but he only 

found red cheeks over pale skin. ñWhatôs the 

problem?ò 

Rayôs lip quivered. ñIôm not really an Eagle, am 

I?ò 

Kenn let out an annoyed breath. ñNot now, 

okay? I can only be so nice and then people get 

hurt.ò 

Ray took that as an answer, shoulders slumping. 

ñI always knew, anyway. He said I may never get 

what I wanted, no matter how hard I tried. He was 

right.ò 

Kenn settled into the chair across from Ray, 

glad the manôs arm was still bandaged, though dirty. 

ñDonôt know how you figure that. You have a set 



 

place that youôve earned. Wasnôt it what you 

wanted?ò 

ñI wanted to be accepted!ò Ray snapped. ñAnd 

for Dale to be accepted. That canôt happen now.ò 

Kenn began to realize the women had already 

abused Ray; he was feeling guilty for betraying his 

lover. ñDonôt tell him, Ray. Thatôs all you have to 

do. Itôs okay.ò 

Ray peered up with eyes glimmering. ñNo, itôs 

not, you idiot. I couldnôt do it. I failed. Iôm not 

worthy!ò 

Kenn was shocked. ñEven with the pill?ò 

ñI got sick.ò 

Kenn snorted ruefully. ñWish I had. Then 

maybe I could get that sound out of my brainéò 

Ray had expected scorn. ñThey would have 

gone away.ò 

Kenn didnôt like Ray beating himself up, but he 

wasnôt sure what to make of that. He chose to 

examine it later. ñNo. If youôd serviced them, theyôd 

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 Havenôs favor.ò 

Ray hadnôt considered that, but it wasnôt enough 

to relieve him of the failure. ñIôll hand in my 

jacket.ò 

ñYouôll have to get it back from the women 

first.ò Kenn frowned. ñI think itôs their totem or 

something.ò 

ñStill hanging from the flagpole?ò 



 

ñJust flapping there in a direct violation of 

Adrianôs rules. Made us want to open fire.ò 

That remark got more of Rayôs attention. It 

began to pull him out of his misery. ñWhoôs out 

there?ò 

Kenn didnôt care if they were overheard. It 

wouldnôt matter. ñJust Marc.ò 

Ray paled. He knew what that meant. ñSheôs 

willing to spill blood to get me back?ò 

ñYes. Did you doubt it?ò 

ñI expected to fight my way out when I realized 

I couldnôt do what they wanted.ò 

Kenn slowly stood up, hearing footsteps. ñThat 

may still be required. You feel up to it?ò 

Rayôs voice was full of depression. ñI feel like 

dying.ò 

Kenn slung an arm around Rayôs strong 

shoulders, careful of the injury. ñThen youôre gonna 

hate what Iôm about to do, but if you donôt play 

along, I will hurt you.ò 

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. 

ñI told you!ò 

ñKill them both!ò 

ñWait.ò 

Kenn tugged Ray closer, pretending an 

affection that was more than friendship. ñWeôre 



 

ready to go home now, ladies. We canôt give you 

what you need. None of the men in our camp can.ò 

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 didnôt 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 heôd 

ever had was before the war, with a powerful man 

who hadnôt been afraid to handle him. 

ñEnough!ò Tiffany gestured angrily. ñWhen the 

drugs take effect, both of you will give us service.ò 

Kenn dropped his arm, but kept his big body 

pressed against Rayôs hip. ñOkay.ò 

Tiffany stared in surprise at the quick 

agreement. ñWhat?ò 

Kenn got set. ñWe will provide you a service.ò 

Tiffanyôs scale covered face relaxed a bit. 

ñGood. Okay, then. Weôll bring you a pill.ò 

As soon as they were gone, Kenn nudged Ray 

toward the unbarred window. ñStay low.ò 

Kenn shoved Ray through the screen, not 

listening to him land. If he didnôt 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. 

Kennôs big frame didnôt 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 Marcôs side a few seconds later, 

panting, ñHeôs stilléin there.ò 

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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ñLet him go. Now!ò 

Marcôs angry voice outside the main door made 

Kenn freeze. ñYou got him to come out. Holy shit, 

lady. Youôre all dead now.ò 

Tiffany slapped him. ñShut up!ò 

Kenn growled at her; the sound was menacing. 

She quickly retreated. 

ñIôm counting to threeéò Marcôs 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. ñSurrender or die.ò 



 

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. ñNext?ò 

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 Marcôs 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 wasnôt 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 

Marcôs fire. 

Ray followed Kennôs lead and didnôt 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 long gone in the chaos. He 

didnôt pause, even when they began to flee in terror. 

He took out anything that moved; the demon was in 

charge of his guns. 

Kenn listened to the crashing with growing 

worry. Would Angela be pissed that heôd forced that 



 

side of Marc into the light? Heôd thought to be the 

one out there doing the killing. He honestly hadnôt 

thought it would work. Too late now. 

Kenn waved Ray toward camp. ñStay low and 

go straight to Angela. Tell her there was a small 

gunfight, then they let us go and left. If you donôt, 

Marc will know.ò 

Ray paled, hearing the screams as Marc 

massacred the remaining women. Theyôd refused to 

leave or surrender, and theyôd probably intended to 

take him and Kenn when they fled, but did it justify 

this? 

Kenn wasnôt 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 Adrianôs dream. 

Kenn reluctantly stood up and interfered. 

ñMarc! Sheôs calling us!ò 

Kenn was relieved when Marc calmly reloaded 

and slid his smoking Colts into their holsters. The 

few wounded around him didnôt even cower in pain 

as he strode by, desperate to escape his notice. 

Kenn did a rough count and came up with forty. 

Another dozen lay inside. The rough estimate heôd 

stated had come close. 

ñI warned them.ò He saw Ray had stopped just 

out of sight. ñThey should have listened.ò 

Marc walked by Kenn like nothing was amiss, 

but the Marine knew better than to trust the 

pretense. ñHang on. We have to burn thisïall of it.ò 



 

Marc was in the fog of bloodlust, barely able to 

think. ñBurn what?ò 

ñThe bodies, the townïall of it.ò 

Marcôs haze slowly began to clear. He took 

stock of the carnage and gave a curt agreement. ñIôll 

gather. You find the necessaries.ò 

Kenn didnôt argue. Theyôd 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, 

wouldnôt want details. She would only want to 

know it had been accomplished. 

Marc listened to Kennôs steps fade, and then 

forced himself to face what heôd done. He expected 

overwhelming regret and pain, but there was only 

cold, hard satisfaction as he viewed the carnage. 

ñThis is your doing!ò 

There was no answer from the voice inside. Of 

course, the evil part of him had done this. The good 

Marc wouldnôt 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 werenôt 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 heôd 

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. 

Itôs bruised, but intact. It cannot be crushed by 

doing the only thing you can to protect those you 

love. 

Marc didnôt agree, but heôd 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 Iôm 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. ñYouôre no actor, are you?ò 

Snapped out of his pain, Ray stiffened. ñFuck 

you.ò 

ñThatôs your need, not mine.ò Kenn sneered, 

still pissed. Heôd known Ray would respond to his 

pull, but to feel it! Wasnôt Caraôs memory enough? 



 

Ray stared in confused longing, waiting to be 

told what to do. 

Marc barked out a hard laugh. ñGo tell her 

exactly what you were told, and then go to Dale.ò 

Ray paled further. 

Kenn snorted. ñSheôll know everything if we 

send him in.ò 

ñShe needs to! She thinks Iôm not like the rest 

of you. Itôs time she knew better.ò 

ñYouôd hurt her that way?ò Ray was shocked. 

Marc paused. ñHurt her, how?ò 

Ray scowled. ñShe worships you. Even I know 

that. Sheôll be crushed.ò 

Marcôs feet moved again. ñMaybe she needs to 

be.ò 

Kenn didnôt 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. ñNo.ò 

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. ñIôm the one who failed, who made 

you have to do all that. You take it out on me and 

leave her alone! Sheôs got enough to handle.ò 

Marc stared stupidly, fighting the rage. Ray is 

defending this? It snapped Marc out of the haze; he 

slowly stood up. 

Ray immediately flinched. 



 

Kenn actually wanted Marc to go over the edge, 

but he also wanted Adrianôs dreams intact. ñI agree 

with Ray.ò 

Marc detoured around them. ñIôm not lying to 

her.ò 

ñAgain, you mean?ò 

Rayôs words made Marc spin on his heel. 

ñWhatôs that?ò 

Ray paled further, but made himself speak. 

ñDaleôs been helping the vet. He told me about 

Dog.ò 

Marc winced. 

Kenn took note of that. When Marc didnôt 

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. 

ñWill he be okay?ò 

ñIf he keeps his mouth shut. If she finds out heôs 

lying to her?ò Kenn shrugged. ñNot a chance heôll 

come through it alive.ò 

Ray snorted. ñShe wouldnôt kill Marc.ò 

Kenn got them moving. ñWhen sheôs finished, 

it will feel like she did. You take care of Dale. Iôll 

handle our new leader until Marcôs ready to.ò 

Ray didnôt like turning it over to Kenn, but Marc 

clearly wasnôt able. ñBe careful. She sees so much 

now!ò 



 

Kenn grunted. ñNot if you give her something 

else to inspect. Itôs all about distraction. You have 

to know which bomb to put in her path first.ò 

Ray didnôt think it would work for long, but if it 

bought them a little time, that was good enough. 

Angela couldnôt find out her man had massacred an 

entire group of females by himself. Sheôd never 

view him the same and everything would suffer for 

it. 
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ñShe got a minute?ò 

Kevin saw Marc stalking toward the showers as 

Ray vanished into the QZ tent where Dale was 

snoozing. Johnôs 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. ñItôs done?ò 

Kenn was startled by how much she sounded 

like Adrian. ñYeah, itôs over. No more problems 

there.ò 

Angela looked down. ñThat wonôt keep me out. 

What happened to the rage that blocked me for so 

long?ò 

Kenn blinked, blurry teenage concerns 

crumbling under her prying. Heôd 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. ñYou wonôt like it.ò 

ñI donôt expect to. Would you rather tell me?ò 

ñNo.ò 

If he tried to explain, it would come out wrong. 

Better that she got to view the danger theyôd been 

inïthat Safe Haven would have eventually been in. 

Angela read it as deeply as she needed to, but in 

her heart, sheôd already known who had spilled 

blood. Marcôs 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 wasnôt 

allowed to know. 

Angela picked up the thought and immediately 

got angry. ñDonôt cross me.ò 

Kenn answered carefully, feeling the chill. ñNot 

unless Adrian tells me to.ò 

Angela had to be satisfied with that. She didnôt 

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 onïLying is not only wrong, itôs absolutely 

necessary. Without lying, a leader will never be able 

to control his flockïand quickly looked away. He 

didnôt remember all of the instructions and lessons 

heôd 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. 



 

ñSheôs the one remaining Eagle who might 

hesitate to pull the trigger, to kill.ò 

Marcôs 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 

sheôd already considered, and found silence. She 

wasnôt sure. The thought of trying to see Marc that 

way was frightening. Even the images sheôd seen 

felt like a dream. That couldnôt have been her Marc. 

ñIôm good. Get some rest before your shift.ò 

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. Sheôd 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 

didnôt want it. He did need her to keep seeing him 

as the good guy. It was the advantage he still held 

over Adrian. 

Angela saw the shadow on his face, the wall he 

didnôt 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 wasnôt relieved when she didnôt 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 hadnôt recognized it at the 

time. Ray was in his debt and that was always 

useful. 

The Eagles knew what had happened without 

Kennôs quiet words. They all expected to feel less 

for Marcïless trust, less respectïbut 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 heôd had that compared to Marcôs. 

Why wasnôt I accepted as easily? 

Angela waited until Kenn was out of sight, and 

then went to a man she hadnôt spoken with in a 

while. When she opened her mouth, he beat her to 

the punch. 

 ñWould you like a recon for survivors?ò 

Angela stared at Seth. ñYes, I would. Your 

team.ò 



 

Seth gestured to the shadows waiting nearby. 

His men needed a mission and he needed time away 

from Beckyôs pain. Upon hearing and observing, 

Seth had been set to volunteer. He suspected Angela 

had heard the silent request. 

ñLeave in an hour?ò Seth wondered what 

Beckyôs response would be. She didnôt like being 

away from him, but Seth was able to recognize this 

as an opportunity. She claimed she was doing fine, 

but he wasnôt sure he should believe her. This would 

prove it. 

Angela grimaced slightly. 

Seth understood. ñHalf that and home by 

daylight.ò 

ñYes.ò Angela left before she could change the 

order. She wasnôt sure what she would do if any of 

the snake women actually wanted to take shelter 

with them, but sheôd figure something out. Leaving 

them in the wilderness to die simply wasnôt 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 

hadnôt 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 Adrianôs 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 twenty-four 

hours, it had grown too strong for the witch to 

handle alone. His wound was riddled with poison. 

ñIt might not work, right?ò 

Angela glanced up, a bit startled. Sheôd 

forgotten for a moment that Conner was like her and 

Charlie. 



 

ñIôm not.ò Conner shrugged. ñBut we can go 

through that later. Tell me why youôre so worried 

even though you can bring the dead back.ò 

ñNo one can do that. I heal.ò 

Conner didnôt understand the limits, but heôd 

always wanted to. It was something heôd never been 

allowed to question or even discuss outside of the 

labs. ñWhy wonôt it be enough?ò 

Angela sighed. ñI can heal injuries, like from a 

wreck or a gunshot, but Adrianôs wound is infected. 

Thereôs nothing to heal, just a foreign body to be 

killed. I donôt have that power.ò 

Conner fired off another version of the same 

question when he didnôt understand. ñWhy doesnôt 

your magic make him as good as new?ò 

ñIt does for the injury, just not what came after. 

I canôt find and destroy. I can increase health to help 

them fight on their own.ò 

ñItôs killing, boy.ò Adrian groaned at the pain. 

ñWomen arenôt supposed to be killers.ò 

ñItôs against their nature?ò Connerôs rebellious 

tone was gone. His concern that he might lose both 

parents had taken center stage. 

ñYou donôt have that limit?ò Angela guessed, 

when Adrian didnôt 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. 

Adrianôs hazy gaze swung to Angela. ñIs it 

ready?ò 



 

ñYes. In half an hour, weôll wheel you to the 

little mess. Youôll get a tray and come right back 

here for John to get you prepped.ò 

His lids shut, and then suddenly popped back 

open. ñCode Raven?ò 

Angela nodded, not smiling at all. ñTheyôre 

doing what you want and so am I.ò 

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. ñI have a suggestion.ò 

Angela waved Kevin back when he would have 

come over with the next list of to-dos. 

Kenn kept his voice low. ñCall a security 

meeting and get a list of options.ò 

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 Adrianôs notebooks to 

thank. She might not have thought of it on her own. 

Kenn took her silence as a bad sign. ñJust a 

thought.ò 

ñTell them after the campôs settled for the night. 

You decide who I should hear from.ò 



 

Surprised, Kenn started to add more and held 

himself in check. Pushing her would get them 

nowhere. ñOkay.ò 

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. ñWait.ò 

Face reddening, Kevin stood there, realizing 

heôd been about to interrupt something she was 

working on. Iôm not sure if I like this job. 
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ñWhere is he?ò 

ñRear of his new truck with that laptopïsame as 

the last two days.ò Billy pointed toward the parking 

area, ignoring the dull throb in his leg. He was off 

the crutches now, but the leg wasnôt fully healed. 

Samantha went that way without responding to 

the accusing note. Sheôd heard it too many times to 

be swayed. Jeremy knew about her and Neil, but he 

was burying it, giving himself space. He didnôt 

really need her...yet. 

Sam waved her shadows away as she neared the 

new truck. To replace the Jeepster, heôd chosen an 

old blue Ford with rust spots. It would be boring to 

destroy. 

Jeremy didnôt look up from the keyboard. ñIôm 

fine. You already know that. Youôve done your 

duty, and Iôm busy.ò 



 

Samantha didnôt acknowledge the dismissal as 

she slid onto the tailgate. Instead, she studied him to 

determine how much damage sheôd done, and how 

much more he could take. 

Jeremy ignored her. He wasnôt going to be 

drawn into it anymore. I donôt need her. 

Samantha picked out subtle changes, like his 

new haircut and shoes, but the things that concerned 

her were less obviousïlike the way he was drawing 

away from camp life and his team again, his 

determination to break the internet code, and the 

way heôd 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 wouldnôt allow that. The 

next best thing was to finish what sheôd started. It 

was time to claim him. 

Jeremy didnôt stop typing, but he felt the edge 

of distraction at Samanthaôs continued silence. He 

didnôt want to talk to her; he didnôt want to face 

himself when she finally worked up the courage to 

ask the only question she would want an answer to. 

It would scar him and heôd 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 entityïthey deserved it. She 

just didnôt 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. 



 

ñAre you here because Iôm safe...and boringly 

dependable?ò 

She didnôt answer. 

Jeremy didnôt repeat the question. 

Samantha refused to let the voice of guilt kill her 

good mood. ñShould I go?ò 

Very distracted, Jeremy paused. A tense silence 

fell in place of the keys clicking. 

ñDo my feelings even matter to you?ò he finally 

asked. 

Samantha winced at the mild verbal slap. ñYes.ò 

ñThen how can you do this?ò 

She didnôt have an answer that he would 

understand. ñItôs complicated.ò 

Jeremy grunted. ñYou canôt settle down, but 

thatôs all either of us want. Not so complicatedïjust 

hard to accept.ò 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 didnôt sensor her annoyance. ñFrom 

where I sit, youôre both expecting way too much 

from someone youôve only known a few months. 

You guys may be sure Iôm 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.ò 

She lay on the truck bed. ñAnd frankly, itôs tiresome 

to keep saying that. Why donôt you just type and Iôll 

snooze in the breeze? We donôt have to talk.ò 

Jeremy started to send a stronger blow, but 

found he didnôt 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? 

ñI have a shift or something.ò He was unable to 

look away from her blowing curls. He wanted them 

tangled around his fingers and wild, dripping sweat. 

ñGo on, then.ò Samantha waved. ñCall my 

shadows back first or Seth wonôt let me out again 

for a week.ò 

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 skinïany of itïwas one that could send him into 

a daze of need. 

Samantha felt his hot stare, but she wasnôt ready 

to take things much further with him yet. While she 

had no moral issues with having more than one 

partner, she didnôt intend to slide into Jeremyôs bed 

just because he wanted it. She had to need it, too, 

and right now, the magic of Neilôs touch was still 

keeping her demons at bay. When it wore off, sheôd 

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 didnôt 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 

armsïwith no talkingïsounded 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. ñThat is so unfair!ò 

Samantha was tired. She didnôt waste any more 

quiet time trying to convince him. She allowed her 

mind to slow as she shifted her arm under her neck. 

ñI need to be up in an hour.ò 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 wasnôt enough or she would 

have done her duty check and left. Instead, she 

would sleep here, dream here, and heôd want to be 

with her even then. 

Jeremy also hated himself for that. He didnôt 

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 hadnôt 

shaken him from the guilt over his fianc®ôs death, 

but Samantha and her cornflower blue eyes had 

been able to accomplish that. 

Samantha shifted, clearly uncomfortable on the 

truckôs hard bed. 

Jeremy glowered. ñDamn you.ò 



 

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 couldnôt 

refuse. It was where he longed to be and at this 

moment, an hour was longer than sixty minutes. 

Jeremy didnôt climb in carefully to keep from 

spooking her or even out of respect. He took his 

timeïdetermined to steal every sensation that he 

could. He sensed instinctively that sharing sleep 

with someone like Samantha might be more than 

just a nap. 

ñPower rubs off.ò 

Jeremy heard Angelaôs 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 that 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. ñNice.ò 

Jeremy tightened his grip in response. The wind 

blew her silken curl over his arm and cheek, and the 

Eagle faced the truth. She hadnôt asked him yet, but 

there was no point in denying it to himself until she 

did. It didnôt matter. Samantha could sleep with 

every man in this camp and he would still want her. 

No longer fighting himself, Jeremyôs 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. 

Jeremyôs 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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ñEveryone ready to put on a good show?ò 

Angela opened the flap without waiting for any of 

their halfhearted responses. 

Kyle followed her with the wheelchair as Kevin 

held the flap. 

ñWeôll get his pants and boots on, youôll help 

him stand, and Iôll wrap him up tight.ò She waved. 

ñLetôs do it.ò 

Daryl waited by the flap as they worked. He was 

firmly on Kyleôs right now, but he still hadnôt 

managed to make the connection with their team 

that an XO needed. Everyone still missed Chris, 

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 Kennôs 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; 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. 

ñReady?ò 

Adrian braced himself as much as the drugs 

would allow, floating in a world of hurtful instinct. 

ñDo it.ò 

He stood with an arm around each manôs 

shoulders; they leaned out of the way as Angela 

gently taped two flat, hard pillows to his 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. ñYouôve already had the equivalent of 

one. Try to save these for when we bring you back 

and do surgery prep.ò 

Adrian let Kenn and Kyle help him into the 

padded wheelchair, but his attention stayed on 

Angela. ñWhat else do you have for me?ò 

She held up a capped syringe. ñAn energy 

booster. It wonôt last but ten minutes, so donôt 

linger.ò 

Adrian slowly captured a pill. 



 

Angela sat an opened can of Coke in his hand. 

ñPush him to the flap; let him hear what heôs about 

to face.ò 

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! ñTheyôre going to 

cross the tape when we go out.ò Adrian braced for 

it. ñLet them.ò 

Angela could tell from his steady tone that his 

body had finally taken notice of the medication and 

was reacting accordingly. ñReady?ò 

ñNo, but do it anyway.ò 

She quickly injected him with the syringe. A 

few seconds later, they were outside, in view. A 

loud cheer split the air. 

ñAdrian!ò 

ñItôs Adrian!ò 

ñYeah!ò 

Adrian gave a slow, carefree salute. ñTake me 

to them.ò 

The crowd broke the tape as they surged 

forward and then Adrian was surrounded by his 

followers. He didnôt flinch from pats on the 

shoulder and he shook every hand put out to him. 

ñYou okay?ò 

ñYou need anything?ò 



 

ñIôm fine. Theyôre taking care of me so well that 

Iôm almost ready to be alone again.ò 

ñWhat about your hip?ò 

ñYeah! How bad is it?ò 

ñCan you walk?ò 

Adrian blew out a breath that looked like mild 

annoyance to the crowd, and pain to Angela and the 

Eagles. 

ñThe hipôs bad. I can walk if I have to, but the 

docs tell me Iôll heal fully if I stay off it. Guess Iôll 

have to listen to them since I always tell you guys 

to.ò Adrian glanced around cheerfully. ñAnyone got 

a smoke?ò 

Cynthiaôs hand was the quickest. 

Angela was glad when the reporter ran block 

against the more aggressive people, using her small 

body for his protection. 

ñThis is another thing theyôre against. If not for 

the great room service, I donôt think Iôd want to 

bunk with them anymore.ò 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 Iôm moving you along. Angela 

didnôt shove energy into him like she wanted to. She 

would need it later and so would he. 

ñI hear thereôs a party tonight. Everyone gonna 

get drunk, throw up, and spend all day tomorrow 

whining about their hangover?ò Adrian grinned 



 

wider. ñIt wouldnôt be a Safe Haven party without 

that.ò 

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 hadnôt been 

asked. No one wanted to know why they were 

having a celebration now, when most of the men 

who were heroes werenôt even out of the QZ yet. 

ñIôm gonna get a tray, folks.ò 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. ñI would have had three beers, two 

burgers, and danced with all the single ladies. You 

guys handle that for me.ò 

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 Adrianôs pain as much as he had 

Angelaôs. ñWhy donôt you go back and weôll bring 

theméò 

ñNo.ò 

The little mess was full of recovering Eagles. 

The scene of joking and calm was repeated, along 

with praise for following his orders. 



 

ñYou men did a good job; you should be proud. 

Weôve taken hits and we donôt forget or treat it 

lightly, but we can sleep better knowing we 

eliminated another threat to our survival.ò The Coke 

can crackled loudly under his tightening grip. 

Angela nodded to Kyle. ñLetôs go.ò 

Kyle and Neil pushed the chair while Angela 

carried the tray. As they disappeared into the tent, 

Adrianôs 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. ñGet John! Then tell Marc we 

need the camp distracted now. We canôt wait any 

longer.ò 

 

 

4 

ñAll yours.ò Adrian tossed, fever climbing. 

ñLead them right.ò 

Angela and John exchanged worried looks over 

his body. Time had grown shorter. 

ñLetôs get started.ò 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 painôs reach. Two of them flashed to the last 

surgery John had performed. 

Angela shoved her thought away. Surviving 

Cesar hadnôt been a trade. It hadnôt put Adrian 



 

under the reaperôs dark shadow. Even fate wouldnôt 

be so crueléright? 

 

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. 

ñMmméò 

Anne frowned. ñHeôs coming up already.ò 

John kept working. ñHeôs at the limit. Can you 

do anything?ò 

Angela slipped into Adrianôs 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. 

Iôm here. Stop trying to surface. John isnôt 

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 

Johnôs mutters and the machineôs steady beeps, 



 

unaware that Adrian was laboring to show her 

something. He shoved an image at her, one heôd 

been hidingïeven from himself. 

Angela stared at the picture, resolutely 

memorizing every curve and line of the object 

Adrian had sworn he had no knowledge of. ñThe 

witch says if you die, you kill us all.ò 

John blanched at Angelaôs words, working as 

fast as he could. He held many concernsïabout the 

strength of the infection and Angelaôs energy 

levelsïbut the worst was the self-doubt. Connerôs 

weakened blood and Adrianôs depression 

notwithstanding, John didnôt think he was good 

enough to pull Adrian through this. 

Anne knew John was stressingïthe way he bit 

his lip under the surgical mask hadnôt changed in 

thirty years. She didnôt 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 Adrianôs 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 wasnôt 

enough to ensure extinction wouldnôt come within 

a few generations. Angela and Adrian were closeï

anyone could tell thatïbut Anne knew it ran deeper. 

If anything happened to Marc, Angela would go to 

Adrian. It wasnôt like Samantha, where the urges 

were driving her to have more than one partner at 



 

the same time. Angela and Adrianôs connection 

went further. If Marc wasnôt in the picture, theirs 

would be a love match. 

About Seth and Becky, Anne hadnôt decided 

yet. Teenagers were unpredictable when it came to 

matters of the heart. She was reserving judgement 

on that situation, but Anne didnôt think any of it 

would matter in the end. Evolving wouldnôt be 

enough against the government. Safe Havenôs 

power was a serious threat to the remaining 

authority. When they came, nothing would stand. 
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ñWhere is she?ò 

ñIn the medical camper. She said she needed to 

lie down for a couple minutes.ò Kevin reluctantly 

confided his concern. ñI didnôt like how she 

looked.ò 

Marc walked faster, waving Kevin off when he 

would have followed him inside. ñI know what she 

needs.ò 

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. ñYouôre empty, right?ò 

Angela slumped against his big chest, resisting 

the urge to inhale deeply. ñI donôt want to.ò 



 

She sounded like a petulant child. Marc burst 

out laughing. 

Angela couldnôt even summon the energy to 

adjust the slightly uncomfortable position. ñSleep, 

Marc. Just an hour.ò 

Marc shifted so he could see her pale face. 

ñMeetingôs in half that.ò 

She groaned weakly. 

Marc forced her hand. He talked directly to the 

witch. Take what you need, but nothing more. You 

donôt 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. ñNot in control now, 

Marc. Sleep!ò 

Marc wasnôt worriedïthe witch didnôt want him 

dead. But she did want himé 

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 

didnôt care how much energy was taken, so long as 

they werenôt interrupted. 

Kevin, once he identified the noises, made sure 

that they werenôt. 
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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 

hadnôt made any promises and heôd known better 

than to ask for one. This was how she wanted things. 

Neil cleared his throat as he neared the truck, 

stomach boiling. ñYou guys awake?ò 

Jeremy raised a hand and made a curt motion. 

What? 

Neil kept his distance. ñItôs time for the 

meeting.ò 

Jeremy sighed. ñYeah, okay.ò 

Neil left without spewing any of the vileness 

coming to mind, proud that he could. Heôd shared 

an amazing night with the woman currently rolling 

over into Jeremyôs 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 werenôt used to. 

Samantha stretched, arms going around his 

neck. ñOne more minute gonna matter to the new 

boss lady?ò 

Jeremy tugged her close. ñWeôll make it up 

later.ò 

Samantha surrounded herself with his quiet 

protection. Yes, she did want him because he was 

safe, but boring? She didnôt view him that way and 

when she finally told him that he didnôt have to hold 

back with her, no one else would think it either. 



 

ñCome on.ò 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 elseôs 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. 

ñThank you.ò She didnôt let go when they both 

tensed under her fingers. ñThis is all I need for 

now.ò 

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 wasnôt Adrianïshe wouldnôt 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. ñThis is a few?ò 

The Marine shrugged. ñI brought the team 

leaders and their XOs. They brought the others.ò 

Doug stood up. ñYouôll want all of these men.ò 

Angela didnôt argue. She went to the front of the 

tent and sank into the waiting chair with relief. It felt 

great to sit. Marcôs energy was keeping her on her 



 

feet, but sheôd stopped the witch from taking more 

than he could tolerate. He hadnôt 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. ñThe Major had troops out gathering 

supplies. They returned to find our mess and now, 

theyôre on the way to Utah. The government will 

know about Adrian escapingïand about Safe 

Havenïin short order.ò Angela glanced at Marc, 

then Kenn. ñHow long for them to reach Utah?ò 

They conferred briefly. 

ñRation conditions, eighteen hour days...ò 

ñTwo supply stops...ò 

ñRoughly two weeks.ò 

Angela was impressed and horrified. She 

viewed Kevin next. ñHow long did John say?ò 

ñAt least five days, depending...ò 

ñOn Adrianôs recovery.ò Angela made the call. 

ñWeôll stay the full five that John is recommending 

and then go.ò 

ñHard and fast?ò Kenn needed details. 

Angela studied the Marine. ñWould Adrian 

run?ò 

ñYes, and heôd say do it now, to leave him.ò 

Kenn already knew she wouldnôt. 

The reminder that the camp mattered more than 

any of them echoed through the tent. 

Neil frowned. ñAre we going to try to hide?ò 

ñNo, Adrianôs Eagles donôt run.ò 



 

Silence echoed...then a cheer that she had to 

wait on before she could continue. ñIn 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.ò 

Neil and Kyle exchanged a look. She did know. 

Sheôd 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. 

ñWhat happens if we hold a camp meeting and 

tell them? A lot of them already suspect that some 

of our people are...different.ò Kevin also wanted 

details. 

ñWe only tell them about the government 

coming.ò Neilôs voice was hard. ñOtherwise the 

camp will ask why they canôt defend Safe Haven on 

their own, with just their gifts.ò 

People immediately began turning toward 

Angela, wondering the same thing. 

ñMagic.ò She sighed. ñItôs time we used the 

word among ourselves. There are people here who 

were born different. We have magic to use.ò 

ñBut thereôs a reason you guys canôt stand and 

fight alone, right?ò Jeremy ignored the scowls. 

ñOf course.ò Angela looked at Marc. ñPlease.ò 

Marc grunted unhappily. ñFear. If the camp sees 

the power, but doesnôt share in the fight, theyôll be 

scared of herïof them all.ò 



 

Angela nodded. ñTheyôll start sneaking off in 

the night, a few here and there, and then whole parts 

of Safe Havenôs population will go openly. Even the 

Eagles will be torn between us and loved ones.ò 

ñWhy not go out and eliminate them, like we did 

the slavers?ò Kenn also ignored the ugly glares. 

Angela shrugged. ñI havenôt ruled it out. It 

depends on what type of a warning we get and how 

many soldiers they send the first time.ò 

ñThatôs right! Thereôs a lot of room in even one 

bunker. Theyôll still outnumber us.ò Zack was 

worried for his rebellious sons. ñWhen the first 

group reports back, they might even send planes!ò 

ñNot if we kill them all.ò Marc stood straight 

and unflinching in the silence caused by his cold 

suggestion. ñAdrian told me he thought the 

mountains were a bad ideaïthat terrible things 

would happen there and push the camp into 

agreeing to go south. I say we stick to his plan.ò 

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. ñAdrian knew weôd 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. Weôll have to register our location, 

give information on the people here, and their 

doctors will want access to all of Johnôs patients.ò 



 

Marc perched on the edge of a crate. ñThatôs just for 

starters. The war never officially ended. Weôre still 

under martial law, the draft. Theyôll come in and 

take every Eagle here. Then, theyôll sort through the 

camp and demand a cut there too.ò 

Marc looked to Angela, who took up the scene-

setting moment. 

ñThose like me will have to run. If the 

government gets their hands on us, itôll be like with 

the Major, but worse. Weôll be drugged, abused, 

locked up, and our power will be in their hands. 

Weôll try to escape, of course, but I wonôt ever leave 

Charlie behind. Jennifer wouldnôt leave her babies. 

Adrian wouldnôt leave Conner, and so on. Itôs 

unlikely that weôd see the light of day again. So 

weôll scatter across the country to keep it from 

happening. Weôll go back to being what we were 

before Adrian called us togetherïdoomed.ò 

ñSo keep to the plan, and just let the bad shit 

happen?ò Billy propped his leg up on the empty 

crate next to him. 

Angela nodded again. ñThatôs what we have to 

decide. But, yes, I believe so. Weôll 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.ò 

ñWhat about planes?ò Daryl frowned. ñWonôt 

they find us on the open ocean?ò 

Angela pulled a paper from her pocket and 

handed it to the closest Eagle. ñAdrian assumed 

otherwise. He thinks they wonôt want to chase us, 



 

that theyôre already low on men due to fighting, 

escaping, and making examples. And that theyôll 

fear their men joining us.ò 

Marc and Angela exchanged concerned looks as 

the mutters increased. Showing them the page from 

Adrianôs 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. 

ñWhat does he mean by young sacrifices and 

nuclear blood?ò 

ñThe children weôve lost, the hell weôve 

suffered through the war.ò Angela was prepared to 

answer those questions, but the next one hadnôt 

even been considered yet. 

ñWhat if we skip the fight all together?ò 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 didnôt 

belong in this tent. 

ñYou mean run for a ship now or try to 

disappear?ò Angela tried to clarify. 

The reporter cleared her throat. ñNeither. I mean 

make a deal. Sort of, anyway.ò 

Not able to stand a disjointed report, Angelaôs 

tone got sharp. ñSpit it out, already.ò 

Cynthiaôs nervousness was replaced with 

defensive anger. ñI meant make a deal with the 

campïto get them to fight. We canôt run from the 

fight.ò 



 

ñWhy not?ò Kenn scowled. ñAnd while weôre at 

it, why not supply a body?ò 

ñMake them think heôs dead?ò Angela 

considered it, ignoring the pros and cons being 

called out. The final choice was based on ability. ñI 

donôt think John can do it well enough to get us a 

match, but it could buy time. Weôll probably use it.ò 

Angela viewed Cynthia. ñDo you honestly 

understand why we canôt run?ò 

ñYes. Itôs not just our freedom at stake.ò 

Cynthiaôs voice was grim. ñIf they take Safe Haven, 

they officially run the country again. Weôre the only 

opposition party.ò 

ñExcellent. And terrifying to carry all the 

responsibility for it.ò Angela glanced around. 

ñWeôll come together again in 24-hours with fresh 

ideas. One day after that, we will have a plan.ò 

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. 

Sheôd 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 hadnôt 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. 



 

ñThatôs what Iôm saying. If we get ugly enough, 

theyôll back off.ò 

ñI think so, too. They canôt outnumber us by that 

much. Itôs one bunker.ò 

ñThat we know of.ò Marc didnôt like where this 

was going. 

Kyle frowned. ñIf they had another, they would 

have gone there. Anywhere is closer than Utah.ò 

 ñLet me be sure Iôm clear.ò Angela stopped the 

starting fight. ñYouôre both saying we should drop 

a decoy body for the first group they send, get the 

herd south, and then follow them to Utah.ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñYes. Weôll grab a couple of them and pry out 

some basic detailsïthen we take it down.ò 

Marc snarled. ñAttack a bunker? Like the 

slavers did to NORAD?ò 

Angela put a hand on his arm. ñAll options. Iôd 

hear this one.ò 

Marc grunted angrily but held his tongue. 

Kenn and Kyle went back to unveiling their 

amazingly similar plans. Neither of them cared 

about Marcôs displeasure in this moment. 

ñA few of the gifted people will have to come 

along to provide personal shields.ò Kyle waited for 

the next stage. He knew Kenn had covered it. 

ñAnd that means we donôt 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.ò Kenn gestured. ñTheyôll be 



 

able to help with the training, fill out the missing 

careers and culture gaps.ò 

ñWeôll get the others theyôre probably holdingï

others like Conner. I think weôll also get a nice add 

to the herd.ò Kyle was mentally deep into his first 

mass ambush. He hadnôt thought of using non-lethal 

methods. 

Kenn lifted a brow. ñHow do you figure?ò 

ñDraft families. Some will have survived and 

made their way inside, but with that many males 

locked up together, Iôd guess the bunker is 

encouraging relief sources.ò Kyle shrugged. ñSex 

makes a good distraction.ò 

Kenn hadnôt thought of that, but it instantly 

made sense. 

Both trained killers looked at Angela eagerly. 

ñWe can do this.ò 

ñIt has a lot of benefits.ò 

ñAnd so many flaws that I canôt count them all.ò 

Marc was unable to hold silent anymore. ñYou 

donôt know how many, where, or what type of 

hardware weôd be facing. Itôs suicide.ò 

ñPut it on the list.ò Angelaôs words sent a cold 

chill through the tent. ñWork out the kinks before 

you mention it to anyone else. They wonôt agree to 

kidnapping and torture, and neither will I. Not even 

if  weôre the ones doing it.ò 

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. 



 

ñWait.ò Angela held up a hand. ñCan you give 

me a few minutes? I need to look ahead.ò 

Marc stomped from the tent, huffing in 

annoyance at the drunken partiers and loud music. 

He spotted Kenn and Kyle lurking nearby. 

ñAdrian wouldnôt ever agree to this.ò Kenn gave 

Marc one of their older, snotty glares. ñWhy do you 

think she would?ò 

Kenn left him standing there, speechless. 

Heôs right, Marc realized after a few minutes of 

thinking. Angie would never agree to anything so 

reckless. Sheôd been placating Kenn and Kyle, 

keeping them busy. 

But Kenn knew that and wasnôt upset... 

Confused, Marc observed the two men now talking 

quietly as if there had never been a problem between 

them, let alone hatred. Whatôs going on? 

ñWhat do you think?ò 

Kenn shrugged. ñHer mind works like Adrianôs. 

Sheôll look ahead. If it will work, sheôll give us the 

green light when the time comes.ò 

ñAnd youôre sure?ò Kyle hated manipulating 

her this way, but they had to know. 

ñYes. Sheôll do whatever it takes to hand this 

camp over to Adrian in the same condition that she 

received it.ò 

ñEven kill innocent people?ò 

Kenn stared at the canvas walls, that stiff 

shadow. ñIf she needs to.ò 

ñWhen will we know?ò 



 

Kenn settled back to wait. ñSheôll tell the others 

at tomorrowôs meeting, but weôll find out when she 

comes from the tent. Watch her face. She doesnôt 

handle death as well as everyone thinks.ò 

 

Angela found Kenn first as she came from the 

tent. The hateful glower they exchanged made Kyle 

tense. Theyôd spent the last half hour chatting about 

baby furniture, of all things. 

Angelaôs 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. ñWell?ò Kenn was staring after 

her in concern. Kyle understood it wasnôt good 

news. ñWhat did she say?ò 

Trying to redo their plans, Kenn growled. ñThat 

when it comes time, you and I will  be on the front 

lines, not Marc!ò 

Kyle wasnôt sure what to make of that. ñIt will 

work?ò 

ñShe wouldnôt tell me. But sheôs pissed, so Iôd 

guess it will.ò 

Kyle frowned. ñWhatôs the problem, then?ò 

Kenn gave one last look over his shoulder, 

toward where she was vanishing into the dim tent 

that held Adrian. ñShe has her own plans and I think 

maybe we just became her point men for them.ò 

ñIs that bad?ò 

ñIt could be. She knows we were trying to 

manipulate her.ò 

ñWhat do we do now?ò 



 

Kennôs answer wasnôt encouraging. ñWait until 

she gives the orders and follow them. Sheôll still 

hold the meeting tomorrow and then the one to 

announce the plans, but in her mind, itôs a done 

deal.ò 

ñWhat is?ò 

ñA future-deciding battle with the government. 

Even if they donôt figure it out and come, sheôll 

bring them to us. We really are done running.ò 
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Samantha slowly led her men away from the 

tent. ñWhere are you guys due next?ò 

ñGuard duty.ò Neil stewed on the coming chore. 

He wasnôt looking forward to it. 

ñI have some rounds to make and people to talk 

to.ò Jeremy smiled at Samantha. ñDuty over the 

boss at noon.ò 

Samantha went toward the livestock pens. ñIôll 

be around for a while, listening. Call if you need 

me.ò 

Both men let their gazes roam her hair and body, 

but there wasnôt lust, only longing in their 

expressions. 

ñYou two need a friend.ò 



 

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 heôd gotten 

some rest, knowing it was where he wanted to be. 

ñYou know what I mean.ò Kyle didnôt give 

either man a chance to block the image he was about 

to thrust upon them. ñSomeone blonde and blue, and 

completely forgettable to occupy your downtime. 

Once you have that, this situation eases and brain 

functions return.ò 

Jeremy wanted to ignore the words, but Neil, set 

to face one of his worst sins since the war, had to 

listen. 

Kyle didnôt bother keeping his voice down. 

Changes were flying through Safe Haven. 

Samantha and her triangle were merely a tiny corner 

of the controlled chaos. ñShe doesnôt expect you to 

be loyal unless she chooses one, and youôll both 

know that momentïif it comes. I wouldnôt count on 

it.ò 

ñWhat the hell has this camp become?ò Neil 

scowled harshly. ñNothing is like it was.ò 

ñItôs not meant to be.ò Angela appeared behind 

them. ñWeôre constantly changing and adapting. 

Nothing stays the same. That lesson held true long 

before the war that we survived.ò 

Angela went to where Samantha had stood so 

happily between them. ñThe limits of the old world 

were just thatïlimits. We donôt have them now. And 

we probably never should have.ò 



 

ñYou mean marriage and monogamy?ò Jeremy 

was aware of Kyle observing her in satisfaction. 

ñI think free will means making the choice 

based on whatôs right for you, so none of these 

differences are wrong. Weôre supposed to be this 

way. Some are lif e 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.ò 

ñDoesnôt feel that way.ò 

Angela tried not to patronize Neil because of his 

mutter. ñAnd thatôs your choice to make, but donôt 

base it on societyôs rules. If you two can be okay 

with the setup, so can everyone else.ò 

Neither man replied. 

Angela filled in the silence with hard truth. ñNo, 

I canôt read that far ahead, and even if I could, I 

suspect you already know whatôs there. Itôs both or 

none for her, and that isnôt likely to change.ò 

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. ñRemember who 

you are and all youôve 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.ò 

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. 
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ñWhat are you doing here?ò 

Neil paused at the hostile tone. ñSeth didnôt tell 

you?ò 

Beckyôs shadow left; she realized Neil was her 

protection on this shift. Her mouth opened, face 

reddening. 

The trooper prepared to duck. 

ñI hate your guts. You know that, right?ò 

Neil took Jeffôs post, feeling her glare. ñYeah.ò 

ñHe hasnôt forgiven you either.ò 

Meaning Seth. Neilôs control over his guilt 

slipped a bit. ñI donôt need it from him.ò 

Becky accepted that reluctantly. Until now, Neil 

hadnôt shown any remorse, only left her alone. He 

was careful whenever they spent time around each 

other and that was itïlike nothing had happened. 

ñCan I say it or would you rather I just shut up 

and stood my post?ò 



 

He is trying to atone. Becky didnôt care one way 

or the other. ñSay it if you want. It wonôt change 

anything.ò 

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. ñIôm sorry.ò 

Tears traced her cheeks despite thinking she 

didnôt care. Becky clenched her hands to keep from 

sobbing. I donôt 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. ñBut only for what happenedïfor 

making you his target. Iôm not sorry for wanting 

you.ò 

Neil braced for the coming blow. Heôd arrived 

at a tolerable place with himself through all of it, but 

for that wall of guilt to lower, he had to follow 

through. ñOr that sometimes, when I watch you 

bonding with Seth, I still do.ò 

Slap! 

Neil didnôt 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. ñIôm also sorry I wasnôt 

your first. I used to dream about it.ò 

Becky understood that on some level this would 

help her, but the pain! Sheôd spent the last months 

in hell and part of it had been the used feelingïnot 

from the rape, but from how easily Neil had 

changed his mind about her. 



 

ñI got pregnant from it, Neil. Angela and Anne 

took care of it a few weeks ago.ò 

Neil was instantly crushed. ñWhat can I do? I... 

I can leave! Iôll be gone the second Adrian takes...ò 

ñStop it!ò Becky drew in a calming breath as he 

stared in miserable shock. ñI need you. Here.ò 

Neil smothered his own desperation to respond 

to hers. ñAnything. Name it.ò 

Becky took another step into the new future that 

had been so brutally carved out for her. ñAt some 

point, Iôm going to ask for what you denied me.ò 

Neilôs mouth dropped open as Becky jerked him 

into reality. 

ñI love Seth and he loves me, but Iôm pretty 

clear on human nature now.ò She didnôt censor her 

harsh tone. ñIôm always going to feel cheated, 

always going to wonder what might have been if 

Samantha hadnôt come to Safe Haven.ò 

Neil waited, not sure if he could refuse her or 

follow through. He had no spark for Becky now. 

Right? 

ñForgiving and forgetting are things I canôt do 

yet, but Iôve hurt enough to know that being cheated 

festers inside.ò She turned away. ñAt some point, 

Iôm going to be recovered. To get there, youôll have 

to help me.ò 

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, 

sheôd 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. Sheôd gotten it and then some. Neil forced 

himself to speak. ñWhatever you need, Becky.ò 

He saw her fists clench and expected anger. The 

fresh tears were a surprise. 

ñI need to hear that name and not want to die.ò 

Her shoulders shook. Neil reacted like the 

gentle-hearted man that he was. He took her arm 

and pulled her into his embrace. ñGod, Iôm so 

sorry!ò 

It was a heavy, hurtful moment for them bothï

one that might let hatred fade and forgiveness begin. 
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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 wasnôt 

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 dayôs 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 Adrianôs gifted people. 



 

Marc realized that was how his demon saw 

them. Before he could question, he joined Charlie. 

He didnôt need to know. He didnôt have to have any 

personal contact at all. 

More of the silent treatment, huh? the demon 

commented sarcastically. Like thatôs new. 

Charlie glanced up curiously. 

Marc immediately turned his attention. 

ñWhereôs Tracy?ò 

Charlie took instant offense. ñWhy? She in 

trouble?ò 

ñWhy? You gonna cover for her?ò 

Charlie hadnôt expected the abruptness, but he 

refused to lie. ñIf I had to, if she was in enough 

trouble.ò 

Marc raised a brow. 

The teenager flushed. ñMom knows.ò 

ñGood.ò Marc wondered how awkward that 

conversation had been. ñShould I repeat the 

question?ò 

ñSheôs cleaning up Hildaôs mess. She got sick 

after lunch.ò 

Marcôs frown started growing; Charlie hurried 

to explain. ñHildaôs the only one. We checked.ò 

Marc visibly relaxed, but Charlie caught the 

mental note to verify it and knew Marc would 

before the night was over. 

ñAre you okay waiting for her so openly?ò 

Charlie flushed. 

Marc sighed. ñPushing limits while your momôs 

busy. Smart and stupid, kid. You know that, right?ò 



 

ñYes, butéò Charlieôs voice was strained with 

the effort of holding in so many new emotions. The 

urge to take the traderôs life had stayed in Charlieôs 

mind, whispering, but heôd figured out that his 

obsession with Tracy was helping him control it. He 

had other highs to reach. ñI didnôt meet her earlier 

and I do it every day. When I donôt get to, I feel 

like...like I betrayed her somehow. She doesnôt 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 haveéò 

Charlie snapped his mouth shut, but it was too 

late. He knew by the way Marcôs mouth tightened 

into a thin line. 

Marc thought of the trip here, of being sure heôd 

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. ñA 

kiss. To see if it  was still magic.ò 

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. 

Charlieôs 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 Marcôs gaze on him. 

Heôs 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 Singôs 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 heôd made it a nightly ritual. After this, he would 

shower, check in with their violent new XO, and 

stay at Adrianôs 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 dayôs breakfast. 



 

Kenn turned for the showers, face red. He was 

almost to them when he remembered that sharp tug. 

He turned to glower, but there were only a few 

Eagles in sight and none of them was looking at him 

now. 

ñAn accident.ò He jerked the door open. ñA 

clever one.ò 

 

Marc came from the shadows, nodding at the 

Eagles whoôd 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 didnôt spot any of the 

copôs team. 

Marc finished his rounds of the main camp and 

went to the QZ. He avoided the medical area, 

instead, finding Kevin. 

ñThings okay?ò He joined the man as he stood 

duty over the farthest QZ perimeter. 

Kevin sighed. ñOut here, sure. In thereéò 

Marc could feel the tension. ñAnything new 

happen?ò 

ñJust a quick fight between Jax and Paul. 

Probably over Leslie. Angela has them working 

under supervision. They were on duty.ò 

Marc wasnôt surprised. He also wouldnôt be 

when Leslie chose to follow Samanthaôs example 

and claimed them both. 



 

ñWhat else do you have for her tonight?ò 

ñNothing after the meeting.ò Kevin skimmed 

his notes. ñKyle said sheôll be beat, to send her to 

your bed.ò 

Marc approved. ñAll posts covered?ò 

ñYes, and weôll have extras until word comes 

from John.ò 

ñGood. Who did they tell you to call if 

something happens overnight?ò 

Kevin gave him a pointed look. ñYou, if I had 

to.ò 

ñThat works.ò Marc started to go to the next 

post, and turned around. ñDid she send Seth out?ò 

ñYes. He and his team are shadowing the 

surviving women, making sure they arenôt going to 

return later.ò 

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 

didnôt want to view her or himself that way. 
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ñAre you happy now?ò 

Samantha smiled at the question, stepping aside 

so Marc could join her in the tent. She hadnôt heard 

him tap, but she was sure that he had. ñMore than I 

ever thought was possible.ò 

ñAnd your men?ò 



 

Samantha winced. ñTheyôreéadjusting.ò 

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. 

ñSo just rain?ò 

ñYes. It looks to clear out in a couple days.ò 

ñGood.ò 

Marc didnôt 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. 

ñCan you talk to nature, Samantha?ò He was in 

awe at the thought. ñCommunicate, I mean.ò 

She gave a short nod. ñBut I wonôt, not without 

something to offer.ò 

Marc made the connection. ñAdrian already 

asked that.ò 

ñNo.ò Samantha shrugged. ñHe already knew. I 

suggested a barter after we ran from the wildfire.ò 

ñAnd he told you to what? Find out what we 

need to make a deal like that?ò 

ñHe told me it made us a bigger target to even 

try. It canôt be done without our complete 

surrender.ò 

ñSurrender?ò 

ñOur extinction, boy scout.ò 



 

Marc flinched at the common name. He wasnôt 

that, not anymore. 

ñYou can understand why I wonôt try?ò 

Marc grunted, heading for the flap. ñMind your 

protection or Iôll double it.ò 

Samantha stuck out her tongue at his back and 

then grinned. She didnôt plan to be isolated tonight. 

In fact, just the opposite. 
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ñBlonde and blue, and completely forgettable.ò 

Jeremy hated the words still ringing in his mind, 

but that didnôt stop him from trying to spot a viable 

candidate as he walked through the camp. Too 

tallétoo thinétoo much perfume. Doesnôt talk 

enoughéhates men. 

Jeremyôs gaze landed on the Sisters. The six-

woman group had gained three new members; the 

shortest among them had Samanthaôs 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 

didnôt 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 Kyleôs words. She was pleasant to look at and 

nothing elseïcompletely forgettable. 



 

Jeremy smiled at her before he could stop 

himself. And then he turned away. If it got to be too 

much, heôd 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 herïa marker in place of the name he didnôt 

have yet. Her face, he couldnôt 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. ñIf he comes to you, it will be for 

relief. He loves Samantha.ò 

Bridget went up to the line to take her turn. ñIôm 

not interested in him.ò 

Leslie gave her a dirty glare at the obvious lie. 

ñLike that matters.ò 

ñWe always offer support to the Eagles when 

they pick one of us.ò Tracyôs tone was friendlier 

than Leslieôs. ñItôs an honor to serve.ò 

Bridget finished her set and rejoined the small 

circle. ñJeremy isnôt the only one who will like me 

because I look like her.ò 

She stared at Beckyôs tent, where Lee and Neil 

were now chatting lightly. ñWhen that one comes to 

me, Iôll make him fall in love and then Jeremy can 

have Samantha. Itôll be perfect.ò Bridget missed the 

frowns of all the other females. 

Samantha overheard the remark as she walked 

by and the words sank into her gut. Wasnôt that how 

it should be? Neil certainly deserved happiness, as 



 

did Jeremy. It was herself that she wasnôt so sure 

about. 

Samantha ducked quietly into the tent shadows 

and circled around to listen to Leslieôs rueful 

response. 

ñGood luck, then. When she came, it was like 

the rest of us no longer existed.ò 

Bridget wasnôt discouraged. ñYou ladies didnôt 

have the advantage that I do.ò 

ñWhat advantage?ò Megan demanded. ñI have 

the same features.ò 

Bridget glanced over in a patronizing insult. 

ñObviously not, honey, or he would have been 

staring at you.ò 

Samantha tensed. That one is mean. 

ñSo whatôs the advantage?ò Leslie wasnôt sure 

if she wanted Bridgetôs plan to work out that way. 

Leslie had many male friends in Safe Haven and 

while sheôd like to narrow the field a bit, having to 

pick one had kept her from doing it. If she could 

have twoé 

Bridget flipped her hair over her shoulder so 

that it would catch the light. ñYouôll have to figure 

that out for yourselves. We arenôt friends yet.ò 

Samantha resumed her walk, but she didnôt 

relax. Bridget was probably counting on being able 

to play on Neilôs 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 theyôd napped 

earlier. He appeared forsaken. 

Jeremyôs the one I might lose. Their bond 

wasnôt 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. 

ñCan I join you?ò 

Jeremy found enough air to speak. ñYou donôt 

have to ask.ò 

Samantha sent out a wave of happiness, stealing 

his breath. ñI know.ò She glanced at the truck bed. 

ñA blanket this time?ò 

Jeremy immediately got up and retrieved his 

bedroll from the front, sensing she wasnôt 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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ñSheôs ready.ò 

ñCopy.ò 

Marc went to the medical tent, where Angela 

had gone after the meeting. Heôd expected that, but 

not for her to hold out another three hours. Where 

was she pulling the strength? Sheôd still been beat 

after drawing from him. He, on the other hand, felt 

wiped out. 

You need to feed her more, the demon advised. 

Sheôs doing more now, caring for more. 

Marc didnôt like the phrasing after the 

morningôs sexual concerns, but he didnôt 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 sheôd fallen out of alertness gradually, 

and was now slumped uncomfortably over Adrianôs 

arm. 

Marc approached them silently, but Adrianôs 

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 themïsharing her. 



 

ñI hope not.ò Adrianôs voice was a hoarse croak 

that didnôt get even a stir from the tired woman they 

were both so bonded to. ñThat would hurt her.ò 

Marc agreed, jaw clamped tight to keep from 

telling Adrian that he should have died and then 

there wouldnôt be any chance of it. 

ñItôs what I wanted.ò 

Marc took that in coldly. ñAnd now?ò 

Adrian wound his fingers, all he was capable of 

moving, through her tangled curls. He gave a gentle 

tug and then let go. ñIt hasnôt changed. She should 

have let me die.ò 

ñItôs worse now.ò Marc remembered his own 

strengthened longings after Angie had healed him. 

ñLike you canôt breathe and sheôs the air.ò 

ñIôve never been on this end of it.ò Adrian 

shuddered. ñIôm fighting.ò 

Marc knew that, but it didnôt 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 Adrianôs 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. ñAdrian 

needs company.ò 

Kevin sighed. ñIôll get Tracy to sit with him.ò 

Marc thought of Charlie. ñMake that Cynthia.ò 

Adrianôs chosen females were all quickly 

becoming off limits. 



 

Kevin wanted to argue, but couldnôt. If Marc 

was sharing Angie with the boss man, how could he 

protest? 

ñShe wants to be there for him.ò Marc gestured. 

ñGo get her.ò 

Kevin went slowly, jealously, even though 

Adrian was clearly in no shape to do anything. He 

justé I want her time for myself. And thatôs 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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ñStay on your side!ò 

Kevin stopped, stunned for a minute by the 

shadows. Matt and Cynthia were sharing a bed! 

ñI mean it. You touch me again and Iôll cut those 

fingers off.ò 

Kevin listened to Mattôs cackle and was 

dismayed by how much it resembled Rickôs. 

ñNo, Matt, I donôt.ò 

Kevin couldnôt hear Mattôs words; he hugged 

the thick shadows around the canvas. 



 

ñIôd like you more if you had respect for me and 

for the dream.ò 

ñI do.ò Matt protested, arms waving. ñI just 

donôt understand why you took me in.ò 

Cynthia sighed deeply, and Kevin felt an honest 

answer comingïsomething he hadnôt gotten. 

ñThey would have banished you, Matt. Maybe 

worse. I couldnôt let that happen.ò 

ñAnd now you wish you had.ò Matt glared at 

her. 

ñNo, I made the right choice. In time, youôll be 

trusted again and have a real life here.ò 

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. ñThe big boss needs 

you.ò 

Cynthia flushed. ñBe right there!ò 

Both males heard the breathless tone. 

Kevin smirked when Matt shifted roughly on 

the air mattress, nearly flipping Cynthia off it. The 

boy didnôt like him or Adrian. The feelingôs mutual. 

Kevin was still lingering when the reporter 

stepped out of the tent. He caught Mattôs 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 

Kevinôs and left Matt staring at them both hatefully. 

She wasnôt cut out for babysitting unless she got rest 

and Octo-boy liked to watch the sun come up. 

ñAnother week.ò She unconsciously leaned into 

Kevinôs welcoming heat. ñThen Iôll tell her.ò 

Kevin understood, but didnôt get his hopes up. 

If he and Cyn were supposed to be a match, Angela 

and Adrian wouldnôt 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. Thereôs 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 

wouldnôt be a price? 

Marcôs 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. ñUnbutton 

me, will ya?ò 



 

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. 

ñMarcéò 

Angieôs 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 couldnôt go far, 

only as much as Marcôs 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 

wouldnôt 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 Angelaôs 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. 

Marcôs arms tightened unconsciously. Angela 

let the darkness claim her, securely locked in 

Marcôs dreams. 

The witch didnôt go far, just to the information 

banks. There was someone sheôd never been able to 

reach until now, not fully. Sheôd wanted to for 

decades, but hadnôt been able to get Angelaôs 

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, 

Marcôs demon froze, stunned at the sight of her. 

Heôd 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 wasnôt ready to go further with her 

newest access point, at least not alone. She turned 



 

slowly. Orbs glowing deep crimson, she appraised 

Marcôs magical center ruthlessly. 

The demon felt her evaluation and held still 

under the promise of adventure he read in the 

charged atmosphere. The attraction heôd 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. 

ñI bind myself to you foréò He paused. 

ñOne day. They can manage that long.ò The 

witch waited for his answer. 

ñI bind myself to you for one full day.ò The 

demon wasnôt sure about trusting her. The sound of 

her voice was pure powerïthe 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. ñLetôs go.ò 

The witch cackled again, turning a bit to reach 

the door. They vanished into the unknown with 

Marcôs demon swelling in happiness. His light, as it 

grew, was bright gold. 
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ñHome...ò 

Kendle rolled over, her sleep restless. She 

bumped into the sharp, cold corner of the seat and 

jerked awake. 

They were home. 



 

Except, it wasnôt, not anymore. Somehow, 

while she wasnôt 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! 

ñLuke!ò She was surprised that he hadnôt 

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. ñPlease be good guys. 

Please be good guys...ò 

All she could see was headlights, at least ten 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. 

ñCome on out of there.ò 

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. 

ñTwo of us are coming over. Donôt shoot.ò 

The fact that the voice was female went a long 

way in calming Kendleôs fears. ñI wonôt.ò 



 

Gravel crunched as the vague shadows got 

closer. Kendle was able to make out hands holding 

lanterns that hadnôt been lit and guns on hips. 

Kendle stared at the wild women, eyes adjusting 

enough to show her menôs clothing and weapons, 

and a hardness sheôd never seen in American 

women before. 

ñYou fly in?ò 

Kendle nodded stupidly, staring as a lantern was 

lit.  

Carol motioned toward the train. ñGuess youôve 

figured out what happened.ò 

Kendle forced herself to confirm it. ñThe whole 

country?ò 

Marsha grunted, eyeing the plane. ñYep. We 

finally did what everyone joked about.ò 

ñA few times over.ò Carol studied Kendle. 

ñWhat ya got in the plane that you felt the need to 

defend?ò 

Kendle reacted the way sheôd been scarred. 

Fight or die. ñMy man. Why? You thinking about 

taking him?ò 

Both women blinked at the hostile tone. 

Carol held the lantern up, studying Kendle and 

her scars. ñWhere you from, Hardass?ò 

Kendle slid the gun into her belt. ñMaybe thatôs 

information I donôt care to part with.ò 

Marsha glowered. ñIf we wanted your man, 

weôd take him.ò 

Kendle took a step forward and growled. 



 

It wasnôt 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 

wasnôt the easy prey theyôd hoped for upon seeing 

a slender shadow through the plane window. 

Kendle took a deep breath, pushing back the 

need to kill. ñYou should go now.ò 

Carol opened her mouth, maybe to offer a little 

encouragement. 

ñKendle?ò 

Marsha and Carol both took another quick step 

back at the male voice. 

ñHe doesnôt sound good.ò 

ñWhatôs wrong with him?ò 

Kendle was tornïclearly they could be troubleï

but she had no idea what to do to help Luke. ñIôm 

not sure.ò Her shoulders slumped. ñHe was fine 

when we landed.ò 

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 wasnôt a 

good idea. 

ñWhat ya got to trade for medicine?ò 

Kendle thought fast. Not the gun, food, or water. 

ñBlankets, a couple packs of batteries, box of 

candles...ò 

ñWhat about the plane?ò Carol eyed the metal. 

It wasnôt rusting like everything they found now; it 

would be good material for increasing the strength 

of their caravan. 



 

Kendle slowly nodded. ñIôll get our gear out. No 

gas in it, though. We coasted in on fumes.ò 

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. ñStand aside and weôll check him 

over.ò 

Kendle moved reluctantly, praying she wasnôt 

making a mistake. 

The two big women climbed inside, eyeing the 

gear and the well-built man shaking on the floor. 

ñFeverish, rapid pulse.ò Marsha knelt. 

Carol nodded, also making observations. ñNo 

puke or shit, thoughïnot a virus.ò 

She looked over to where Kendle was standing 

tensely in the narrow doorway. ñHow long you guys 

been here?ò 

Kendle added. ñA week or so.ò 

ñLand sickness?ò 

Carol shrugged at Marshaôs guess. ñCould be. 

Heôs strong still.ò 

Marsha glanced at Kendle, able to see more of 

the bite marks as the sun rose. ñHe do that to you?ò 

Kendle shook her head, trying not to shudder. 

ñNo.ò 

ñThe person dead now?ò 

Kendleôs grin was answer enough. 

ñWeôll give him a dose of antibiotics and give 

you the bottle. See that he takes three of the capsules 

every day and donôt hide any back for the next time. 



 

If he has an infection and you donôt give him all the 

meds, there wonôt be a next time.ò 

Luke struggled beneath the rough hands, 

hearing voices, but unable to make out the words. 

Heôd never gotten sick so fast. He opened his eyes 

to see Kendle leaning over him in concern. 

ñLet the medicine work. Youôll feel better.ò 

Luke didnôt 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 sheôd bartered for their remaining fruitïthe 

sight of which had sent the group of all women into 

fits of drooling and shouted bids. The currency of 

the world had changed. 

  



 

Chapter Five 

Fix the World 
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ñWhat has he been doing here, Angie? 

Whatôs the secret goal of Safe Haven?ò 

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 scoffïto make light 

of that impossible goalïand found awe. Talk about 

high ambitions. He settled on the question that 

mattered most. ñCan he?ò 

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 youôre 95% sure. 

Fate will cover the rest. 

 

There was a lot more listed under that one, but 

Marc wasnôt 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 heôd begun to follow it, 

line by line. ñWho the hell is he?ò 

Angela sighed unhappily. ñMankindôs last 

hope.ò 

Marc let his hand caress a curl. ñI thought that 

was you.ò 

Angela dimpled. ñIôm an advisor. Heôs the 

light.ò 

Marc tossed out a wave of need. ñYouôre my 

light.ò 

Angelaôs smile took his breath and replaced it 

with hungerïthe kind that had to be satisfied. Marc 

gently pulled her onto the bed. 
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ñAgain today?ò 



 

Charlie denied the request regretfully. ñNo. 

Weôd get caught.ò 

Tracy ignored the disappointment. ñYou let me 

know when and Iôm there.ò 

Charlie stared at her, young heart racing. ñWe 

could do something else together.ò 

Tracy started to say no and found herself asking 

what he had in mind. 

ñPuppy duty, tray delivery, and babysitting are 

all on my list.ò He watched for her reaction. 

Tracy sighed. ñMore FND, huh?ò 

ñYes.ò 

Charlie didnôt add anything more. Tracy was 

smart enough to know what he was doing for her. 

ñSomething fun afterwards?ò 

ñWhat would you like to do with me?ò 

Charlieôs 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 

hadnôt meant it that way, she searched for a proper 

answer. ñWhatever we can do alone.ò 

Now Charlie froze. The images hitting him 

wereéindecent, and he struggled to keep her from 

knowing. ñIôll think of something.ò 

Tracy took in the red cheeks and stiff stance 

with understanding. He had remarkable control over 

his new hormones. 

ñOkayé You sure your mom isnôt going to flip 

out? She has a mean swing.ò 

Charlie grinned. ñOver me, it would be the 

gun.ò 



 

ñAll the more reason for us to be alone!ò Tracy 

flushed. ñLeave it alone, I mean. We should give 

this up.ò 

ñNo.ò 

Charlieôs firm tone wasnôt one she had the heart 

to argue with yet. Tracy still hesitated, though. 

Right now, it was innocentïhe was helping her 

build a different future. When heôd offered, she 

hadnôt hesitated. 

ñBecause you like being with me, and how I 

make you feel. I donôt expect anything from you.ò 

Tracy didnôt mind the mental invasion, but she 

refused to allow the lie. ñDonôt you, kid?ò 

Charlie didnôt lower his glowing orbs. ñI only 

expect things from myself. Itôs easier that way. 

Especially since I know what Iôll be capable of.ò 

Tracyôs voice softened. ñBut you hope for 

things.ò 

ñDoesnôt everyone?ò he hedged uncomfortably. 

ñYes.ò Tracy sighed. ñI suppose we all do that.ò 

She let him lock their gazes. ñAnd youôre prepared 

to be disappointed?ò 

The teenager grinned. ñIôve already gotten what 

I hoped for.ò 

Tracy gazed back steadily, mostly ignoring his 

weak pull. ñTime with me?ò 

Charlie pushed out that magnetic flame and sent 

it rushing over her body like heôd observed Adrian 

do. ñIt means more to me. You mean more.ò 

Tracy suddenly couldnôt breathe. ñHow do you 

figure?ò 



 

ñBecause Iôll still want you after.ò 

ñDonôt do that!ò Tracy snapped sharply, body 

lighting up as if she were with Adrian. 

Charlie took a step closer. ñEverything will be 

better with me.ò 

Tracy felt a light brush along her lips, a mental 

caress, and shuddered in need. ñPlease donôt.ò 

Charlie pulled the heat in, proud of himself. 

Heôd 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. 

ñHow do you do that?ò 

Charlie kept his tone light. ñItôs a long story, 

complicated.ò 

Tracy snickered at the defensively eager 

answer. ñBetter to show, right?ò 

Charlie flushed, but didnôt deny it. 

Tracy giggled. ñI think weôll save that for laterï

much later.ò 

Charlie stiffened at the words and sent out 

another blast of heat. ñWill there be a later, Tracy?ò 

Electricity sparked. Charlie came closer as she 

thought about her answer. He put a hand on the stall 

door, leaning in. ñPlease?ò 

Tracy sighed in defeat. She held no defense 

against him begging. ñYes, if you still want me 

when itôs legal.ò 

ñTo hell with legal.ò He brought them within a 

foot of each other. ñIôll be at your flap the day I 

make a team.ò 



 

Tracy struggled to fight the attraction, to form 

words. ñI wonôté I canôté Stop that!ò 

Charlie lifted his hand, wanting to feel her skin. 

ñExcuse me.ò 

They both spun from the powerful moment to 

find the new boyïConnerïleaning against the door. 

ñYou done? I gotta piss.ò 

Flushing scarlet, Tracy hurriedly ducked under 

Charlieôs 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 hadnôt exactly said no. 

Heôd 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 wasnôt corrupt. Her concern 

was for hurting the dream 

Or you, his demon offered. She doesnôt want 

you risking your neck for her. 

Too late for that. Charlie waited for Conner to 

finish. 

ñSheôs hot. Yours?ò 

Connerôs question was blunt, curious, and 

friendly. Charlie didnôt pick up any disapproval. It 

made him careless. ñBefore the year is out, she will 

be.ò 



 

Conner took in the determined fire and 

recognized the common soul. Charlie was like 

himéwas Adrian his father? 

Charlie didnôt 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. ñHow 

long have you been waiting?ò 

ñJust got here.ò Kyle chuckled at what was 

clearly a lie. 

ñUh-huh.ò 

Kyle snickered. ñMaybe I should be later 

tomorrow?ò 

ñBy an hour!ò Marc called from inside the tent. 

Angela and Kyle laughed as they began 

walking. 

Kyle handed her a paper. ñNearest 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 itôs sterile?ò 

ñYes. Some of that water is thousands of years 

old. Weôre 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.ò The page 

went into her pocket. ñWhat else?ò 

ñDid a spot count. Our thief is back.ò 



 

Angelaôs mind went to Danny, who sheôd 

helped to expose. ñAnother one?ò 

ñYes. We caught Danny red-handed, but Adrian 

was sure there was a second thief.ò Kyle frowned. 

ñWe didnôt catch anyone else.ò 

Angela stored that. ñIôll handle it. Next?ò 

ñLeeôs on point, as per Marcôs instructions, and 

off at lunch.ò He paused, flipping pages. ñRadioôs 

been quiet, but there were campfires in the distance 

last night. Zack checked it out, says theyôll probably 

all come by today. More sheep, not shepherds, that 

he saw... Weôre good here for a few more days, 

unless that creek goes up. Itôs cleared and netted. No 

one has duty over it, but weôll go by it on rounds.ò 

ñAny signs of life?ò 

ñNo, but it was dark. Might have overlooked 

things like that.ò 

Angela slowed, noting the long lines. ñGot a 

little more room. Keep going.ò 

Kyle referred to the next page. ñQuestions from 

Conner on what all heôs allowed to do, and Jennifer 

wants to know when she gets to help.ò 

Angela thought of what sheôd seen. ñConner, 

Iôll handle myself. Tell Jennifer when sheôs not 

weeks away from getting by the danger date. Tell 

her we need those babies more than we need a 

hand.ò 

Kyle had told her the same thing, but Jenny was 

worried about losing her place. 

ñWho is Liôs assistant today?ò 



 

Kyle moaned in mock annoyance. ñI forgot to 

give him one, so he drafted his own. Tonya.ò 

ñThat explains the lines.ò 

ñYeah. Weôre keeping an eye on her.ò 

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. 

ñHowôs Adrian?ò 

ñWhenôs he cominô back?ò 

ñWhy did he put you in charge?ò 

Angela tried to keep her patience. ñHello. Iôve 

missed you, too. Yes, Iôm fine and itôs nice to be 

back.ò 

Her gentle reminder was ignored. 

ñCome on!ò 

ñQuit stalling.ò 

Angela scowled, piercing those closest with a 

cool glare. ñAdrianôs recovering. He and John will 

decide when heôs able to return, and thatôs a 

question youôll have to ask Adrian. Now can I eat 

here or should I go back to the QZ mess?ò 

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 tableéher 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. 

ñIt was Leslieôs idea.ò Tracy wanted credit to go 

where it was due. 

Angela traced the swirls and lines with an 

absent finger, deep in thought. Tracyôs next words 

snapped her into the present place and time. 

ñWill you lookéfor me?ò 

Angela, relying heavily on manipulations to 

keep control, understood the benefits from Tracyôs 

side, but she also saw them from her own. ñWhy 

didnôt you ask Charlie?ò 

Tracy didnôt look up from swirling her spoon 

through instant potatoes. ñBecause you can make 

him stay away from me if you find bad things. I 

canôt do that.ò 

ñWhy not?ò Angela was already sure of the 

answer. 

Tracyôs cheeks flushed as her voice lowered to 

an embarrassed mutter. ñHe got in my head.ò 

ñAnd?ò Angela prompted, tone cold. Sheôd 

known it was coming. 

ñAnd he said heôll come for meïopenlyïthe day 

he makes a team.ò 

Angela took that in, surprised. ñMarc told him 

at least a year.ò 

ñI know, but in a year, if he keeps wearing me 

downéò Tracy sighed, miserably defensive. ñI 



 

wonôt be able to say no. If itôs not gonna work, you 

have to keep him out. I canôt do it now.ò 

Angela leaned closer, voice growing pointed. 

ñDo you honestly think it will take Charlie a full 

year to make a team?ò 

Tracy paled as she understood. ñBefore heôs 

fifteen?ò 

Angela wanted to comfort, but she wasnôt quite 

capable. She got as close to unbiased as she could. 

ñI doubt the camp would kick up much fuss. 

Charlie appears to be able to do whatever he wants 

in this campïlike heôs Adrianôséò Angela stopped 

herself from saying the rest. 

Tracy missed the pause in her sweep of the 

camp. 

When she lingered over Angelaôs 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. 

ñShould have thrown you in a creek.ò 

ñJust a problem weôll have to get rid of later.ò 

ñWe donôt want your kind here.ò 

Angelaôs pace quickened. If Kyle heard thaté 

ñDamn.ò Angela heard Marcôs 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 comingïor 

maybe felt it. Both men hurried to defend 

themselves, but it was already too late. Kyleôs fists 

rained down like thick pistons, firing until blood 

began to drip. 

Those closest scattered, but it was contained to 

a rear corner. Kyleôs swift, vicious hits kept the men 

trapped. 

Marc waited for Angela to stop himéand 

waited. 

Daryl finally got Kyleôs attention. ñJenniferôs 

bleeding.ò 

Kyle shoved Tuckerôs half-conscious frame 

away, spitting at him, ñYouôre out of the Eagles! 

You show up for a meeting and Iôll put you down 

on the spot!ò 

Marc was still waiting for Angela to stop this, to 

take chargeéand finally realized that she wasnôt 

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 Cesarôs 

camp. 

Angela turned to the two bloody men who were 

slowly picking themselves up. ñGo spend some time 

with Doug. He has chores.ò 

Tucker and Anderson were in no shape to argue. 

As they limped off without even basic medical 

care, Angela hit her button. ñSend a clean-up crew 

to the main mess. Code Two.ò 

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 shouldnôt 

have been there. She wasnôt 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. ñYou lied to me!ò 

Already leaving sporadic drips, blood began to 

roll over Kyleôs arm and fall to the dirt in ominous 

splatters. 

ñWhereôs he going with no punishment?ò 



 

ñWhy is he allowed to beat people?ò 

ñTeacherôs pet.ò 

The disorder around them rang in Angelaôs 

mind and despair came for the first time. If they 

couldnôt understand that Anderson and Tucker had 

deserved what they got, how would she ever get 

them to fight for her? ñThese people donôt stand a 

chance against the government. I need more 

weapons.ò 

Kevin grunted agreement with Angelaôs 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. Theyôd 

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. 

ñWeapons.ò Theo dropped his eyes to the lunch 

they were nearly finished with. ñI might have built 

a few things like that in my time.ò He raised a brow, 

including the others. ñAnyone else?ò 

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. ñAnyone want 

to meet in my tent after evening mess for cards? 

Closed game.ò 

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. 



 

 

 

4 

Charlie took Conner to Adrian, calling a quiet 

greeting to John and Anne. 

ñHow is he?ò 

ñIôll live.ò Adrian hated his weak voice. 

The boys each took a side of the bed as John left 

Jenniferôs cot to inspect Connerôs 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 youôve fathered other children 

since him, that Iôm yours. 

I wish you were. Adrian slammed the wall down 

too late. 

Charlieôs face darkened. ñShe doesnôt!ò 

Adrianôs pain was almost tangible. I know. Itôs 

always ómy Marcô. 

Charlie withered under his idolôs sarcastic 

misery. ñIôm sorry.ò 

Adrian held out a hand. ñSo am I, son. Youôll 

help me stay out?ò 

Charlie slowly took Adrianôs hand. His anger, 

most of it anyway, came from remembering how 

heôd once wished for Adrian to be his dad. You have 

to leave them alone. It will destroy Safe Haven. 

ñIôd never hurt my sheep...ò Adrianôs body 

relaxed as sleep claimed him again. 



 

ñI believe in you.ò Charlie patted his hand, 

understanding the drugs were in control of Adrianôs 

mind right now. 

Conner turned to find Charlie bent low in 

concern, hand gripping Adrianôs. 

He promised! He wasnôt supposed to have more 

kids! Conner straightened, rage pulsing. ñDid he kill 

your mother, too?ò 

Charlie gently covered Adrian up. ñAlmost. He 

used her for bait to draw out the slavers. It saved the 

whole camp and turned her into someone I donôt 

know most days.ò 

Conner tried to sneer, but the pain of losing his 

mom made him sympathetic to the misery he read 

in Charlieôs mind. He settled for a warning. ñWatch 

out. Once heôs in her head, sheôs lost.ò 

Charlie understood thatôs 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. ñYou 

donôt know it, but you just helped me out, big time. 

I may even owe you for it.ò 

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. Hadnôt 

Adrian himself said so during one of their private 

talks? 

Yes. Charlie pulled up the correct memory file. 

ñThey donôt 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.ò 



 

Charlieôs 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 couldnôt hang out 

with Conner until that happened. An unproven 

friend didnôt factor into Charlieôs plans. 

 

 

5 

ñThe bleeding stopped, but itôs just a matter of 

time. No way sheôll make it to September.ò 

Angela had been fairly sure, but she was also 

hoping she was wrong. If nothing changed, the 

twins would be here before the government. ñAnd 

Adrian?ò 

John gestured. ñHeôll live.ò 

Angela had been waiting to hear John say it 

before letting herself believe. She hadnôt been sure, 

either. His wounds had become infected so fast that 

it was a miracle. ñWhen will heéò 

ñA while!ò John had already heard the question 

too many times to pretend he had patience left. ñAt 

least two weeks.ò 

Angela understood John was protecting his 

patient, but these people needed Adrian back at the 

helm as soon as possible. ñAny chance of half that? 

He wonôt want to lie around, and weôll pump him 

full of energy.ò 

John wasnôt ready to deny it could happen. ñIôd 

be surprised.ò 



 

Angela had to let it go at that. ñTwo weeks, 

huh?ò She sighed, staring at Adrianôs medication-

calmed face. Want to or not, she could tell how 

weak he was, how the infection had drained him. 

ñFine. Iôll adjust for two weeks instead of one. How 

soon can he travel?ò 

ñFive days for camp travel.ò 

ñToo long.ò Angela adjusted her plan. ñHave 

him ready in three.ò 

She didnôt stay to hear the arguments she 

already knew. They were on a deadline. She 

couldnôt afford the extra days here. That one delay 

might cost them in the end, and she wasnôt taking 

the chance. Jennifer and Adrianôs health would be 

covered as best they could. The rest was up to fate. 

ñGood girl.ò Adrian was surfacing in quick, 

blurry moments. 

John scowled at Adrianôs tender murmur, but 

didnôt scold. She was Safe Havenôs 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 wasnôt coming 

back. 

Angela went to the little mess, refusing to dwell 

on morbid thoughts. She didnôt 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. ñAdrian needs the magic users. Theyôll 

each have five minutes, every day for the next three. 

Tell them I said heôs empty. Itôs been a while since 

Adrian was forced to draw. Heôs usually 

surrounded, and they may need to insist.ò 

Confused, Kevin noted it for later. ñHow do 

Iéò 

ñTalk to Kenn and Kyle first. Theyôre tight these 

days for some reason that I should probably be 

worried over.ò 

Kevin didnôt like that. ñIôll look into that too.ò 

Angela didnôt tell him no. That part of Kevinôs 

new jobïspying and rumor-gatheringïwas what 

would keep a leader abreast of coming trouble. ñI 

want Leslie on the QZ today. Give her a senior man 

who wonôt be a distraction. She has to know how to 

work these kids.ò 

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 didnôt offer any encouragement, but Kevin 

could feel that heôd pleased her. It lightened the 

shadows on his scruffy face. 



 

ñHow are you adjusting to being my right 

hand?ò 

ñThatôs Marc.ò He was leery of traps. 

ñYou know what I meant.ò 

Kevin did. ñItôs different.ò 

ñYou ready to give it up?ò 

Aware of the wording, Kevin refused. ñNo.ò 

ñGood. Youôre quiet, you pay attention, and so 

far, Iôm not falling behind. Iôd hate to have to break 

in a rookie.ò 

Kevin was startled into a place of contentment 

that he hadnôt known he was lacking. This was how 

Kenn and the others felt when they did something 

right. Itôs...amazing. 

Angela motioned toward the buffet. ñCynthia 

stayed with Adrian until dawn. She could use 

breakfast in bed today. Feel like dropping a tray?ò 

Kevin didnôt need to be asked twice. He 

assumed it was a reward for sticking with the duty 

heôd been given. 

Angela let him think that, smothering the guilt. 

She had a short amount of time to work on this first 

plan. The Majorôs men should be at the bunker 

within the next ten 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 sheôd foreseen. 

ñI counted on their weaknesses.ò Angela 

listened to Kevin load up a tray and leave. ñTwo 

dogs, for a herd of three hundred sheep and 

shepherds. Weôve done worse.ò 



 

Angela stared at the ants rooting through their 

ever-growing garbage pile, freezing. Sheôd 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 hillsïwhich 

they built whenever Safe Haven stayed camped. It 

was leaving behind a mutation legacy in every state; 

it was also a trail for fresh antlings to follow so that 

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. 

Theyôd been sent out on more than a few 

observation trips during Adrianôs command. 

Theyôd discovered that the ants were cleaning up 

the towns as the colony went by. That could be 

useful. 

ñYou got anything for me?ò 

Angela hadnôt realized he was her open shadow 

today. ñYes, actually. Nice timing.ò 

Kyle didnôt tell her that heôd observed that look 

on Adrianôs 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 didnôt say he couldnôt stand to be cooped up 

in that tent any longer. She knew. 

ñAsk Dog, and then Jennifer, this question: Can 

they talk to the ants?ò 

Kyle stared, dumbfounded. 

Angela returned to her thinking. What would 

the insects want if someone could bridge the 

communication gap? 

Kyle recovered slowly. ñWhy Jenny?ò 

Angelaôs answer wasnôt a comfort. 

ñIf she wants you to know, sheôll answer that.ò 

Kyle waved Billy over to cover his post, going 

to the tent where they had Dog stashed. Apparently, 

there was a lot he still didnôt know about Jennifer 

and her gifts, and this was a bad time to be low on 

details. 

 

 

6 

As Angela left the mess, she saw Samantha 

climb from the front seat of Jeremyôs 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 hadnôt 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 leaderôs side, not 

answering the silent questions. Angela had her own 

triangle going on. Sheôd 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 hadnôt remembered the pen 

was in her pocket when she crashed. 

ñI want a list of things that will make Johnôs life 

easier.ò Angela picked out his ginger movements 

through the medical tent window. 

Samantha started writing as she spoke. ñLess 

carryingïa gopher to stay with him. Less climbing. 

Iôll ask Neil. Pain relief is Tonya, but I doubt sheôll 

give it to meéò 

Angela waited. 

ñIôll have Marc ask her.ò Samantha dug into the 

assignment. ñAll the women want him, so she wonôt 

say no. More restéò 

ñSay that again.ò 

Samantha tensed at the order. ñWhich part?ò 

ñPain relief.ò 



 

Samanthaôs shoulders unhitched. ñWell thatôs 

what we should have been giving cancer patients all 

along, right? I read a Post article on it.ò 

Angela raised a brow and Samantha quickly 

explained. ñScientists were brewing it as a tea and 

an oil, I think. Theyôd sent it into remission in lab 

rats, but the government wouldnôt renew their 

funding.ò 

Angela didnôt have to consider the outcome on 

this one. ñTell Tonya that Marc wants it and Iôm 

payingïa trade of her choice.ò 

Samantha went toward the couplesô tents to 

deliver the messages, understanding Angela didnôt 

want Marc to owe Tonya. Samantha agreed with 

that choice. Reformed or not, the redhead was 

dangerous. 
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Jeremy didnôt 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. 

ñWhy do you need to?ò 

Samanthaôs voice didnôt echo, but Jeremy still 

cringed. No one was supposed to know of his 

obsession. 

ñToo late for that.ò Sam used a neutral tone. 

ñBut I have to know why. I wonôt let anyone hurt 

him, not even you.ò 



 

ñIôm not a traitor.ò Jeremy was still trying to 

memorize the next two numbers. 

ñTheyôll be able to track us if you break the 

code.ò 

Jeremy knew that, but it didnôt matter. ñI have 

to do this.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

ñI donôt know. I wake up thinking about the 

code, you, and the futureïin that order.ò 

ñI canôt let you have it until you know why.ò 

Samantha hated to deny him. ñThe risk is too great.ò 

The darkness around them lightened and the 

flashing roman numerals vanished. 

ñNo!ò 

ñJeremy!ò 

Jeremy snapped awake with a snarl. Samantha 

knew the code and she wasnôt giving it to him. 

ñJeremy, you up?ò 

ñYeah!ò 

Daryl frowned at the curt tone. ñYou have 

sniper duty over the boss in an hour.ò 

Which one? Jeremy sat up. ñOkay.ò He didnôt 

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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ñSethôs back.ò 

Angela hit her mike. ñCopy.ò 

She went to observe his team pulling into the 

QZ parking area. 

Seth came straight to her. ñTheyôre goneïtried 

to give us the slip during the fog. We tracked them 

until dawn; they went west.ò 

ñThat will have to be good enough.ò Angela 

pushed away the lingering concern. She would have 

preferred no survivors. 

Seth frowned slightly. ñWe could find them...ò 

Angela heard the unspoken wordsïIôll go back 

and do it. Iôm capable of that too. ñNot unless they 

come back here. We have bigger problems.ò 

Both of them glanced toward the medical tent, 

where John and Anneôs shadows were moving 

calmly. 

ñAnything else out there you think I need to 

know about?ò 

Seth thought of the enormous herd of elk 

moving north, though it was now officially summer. 

ñNothing we havenôt been observing all along.ò 

ñOkay. Get some rest.ò 

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 Beckyôs 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. 

 

 

9 

ñGet off me, Neil!ò 

ñMake me.ò 

ñIôm warning youéò 

Neil braced, but he didnôt let her up off the tent 

floor. It was her first Kai lesson, but heôd 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 Rickôs ghost. 

Becky felt the ugly rage rear its head and 

snapped her mouth shut. Neil didnôt 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. 

ñSeth!ò Becky ran to embrace him and the 

trance broke, letting Neil free. 

He fell onto the floor with a gasp. ñPass!ò 

Becky giggled, letting Seth hold her tightly. ñI 

got Neil! He didnôt know what I can do now.ò 

Seth let out the breath heôd 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 

hadnôt remained in control. 

Neil wasnôt moving, just drawing in ragged 

breaths. 

Seth gently pushed Becky back. ñWhat did she 

do to you?ò 

Neil groaned. ñThere was a knee in my mind. I 

said only physical attacks work on me.ò 

ñSo, I kicked him for real.ò Becky shrugged. 

ñHe hit the stove when he fell. Sorry about the tent.ò 

But she didnôt sound sorry. In fact, she sounded 

happy. 

Seth smirked. ñPaybacks are a bitch.ò 

Neil moaned again. ñYou have no idea.ò 

Beckyôs easy laughter floated through the air. 

ñHe landed on my knife, I think, and doesnôt want 

to say so. He needs stitches in his ass.ò 

Seth threw his hands up. Heôd been worried 

about Becky! ñCome on, then. You hurt him; you 

help carry him.ò 

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. ñYou are hurt.ò 

Seth stayed quiet as they carried him to John. 

Becky had touched Neil, and now sheôd shown 

concern for him. She didnôt 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. Thatôll teach 

me to ignore rumors. 

Samantha appeared at Sethôs side. Seth 

prepared to defend Becky. He didnôt think she 

would find this funny. 

ñWhat happened?ò 

ñRebecca got a little carried away.ò It was the 

only concession Seth meant to give. 

Samantha turned an ugly glare on him. ñI 

thought you said heôd be okay!ò 

Seth huffed. ñIt wasnôt my idea to give her a kai 

lesson!ò 

Samantha took that in the same way Seth hadï

Becky was recovering. She cleared her throat. 

ñWell, he knows to be more careful now, I guess.ò 

Becky moved so that Samantha could take her 

place, then she slid under the shelter and isolation 

of Sethôs free arm. She didnôt speak. 

All of them understood her forgiveness hadnôt 

extended to Samantha. 

Neil, trying not to hit his knees again, pulled out 

of their grip. ñThe doctor needs to sew my ass 

together and reattach my balls. Excuse me.ò 

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. ñJeremy needs to cool 

off a bit. Think your girlfriendôs ready for 

distraction lesson A?ò 

Seth saw Beckyôs eager grin and sighed. ñIf you 

want both your men in the tent with Adrian, you 

could just tell us, you know. You donôt have to hurt 

them to get them there.ò 

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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ñHere is the basket you asked for.ò 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. 

ñWhat is she...ò Jake hit the button on his radio 

before considering the consequences. ñMarc to the 

Nursery.ò 

Angela turned around to glare at the rookie. 

Donôt do that again. 

The order rang in Jakeôs mind as if sheôd 

slapped him. Yes, maôam. 

Angela stormed out of the perimeter, basket in 

hand. She went further than sheôd planned in her 

anger. 

Let it go. This is new to them. 



 

Adrianôs weak voice in her mind made Angela 

wince. She didnôt want him there now. 

Iôd 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 didnôt 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 theyôd been cutting apart. Food and 

decay flew across the blue grass. 

The ants fled, the smaller ones quickly; the 

larger ants followed. It occurred to Angela that the 

cicadas were mostly gone, but their eggs werenôt 

underground. They were in the molding trees and 

bushesïall aboveground. Angela wondered if that 

was because of the ants. Were those a 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. 

ñInteresting.ò 

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 Marcôs steps. 

Crunch! Crunch! 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































