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Prologue

ﬁ\{u guys should pack wup

for you to go. o

Comfortable conversations came to a
screeching halt at Brianos
at him.

Brian straightened from his slouch agairts t

bunkhouse door. AYoudre al
know, and | <cané6t take tha
finishing a full shift on guard duty. That means

sheol | want to get back on

heal ed. 0
Edward set his three acekwn but slid a
socked foot on them to keep Mark from peeking. It
had been three <calm days
enjoyed it, but the need t
hitting their leader. The men had been ignoring it in
order to deal with 11t. A Wh
vibeswi t h your mouth, Kkid?0o
AYeah. Spit it out or sto
Jacob | augplked maG&o tMaa kroesme
t hat one. 0O
Brian flushed, coming closer to the circle of
men who had insisted on these positions despite the
bunkbeds and living roonufniture linng the rear



wal ISkeh a gitnadltked t o me yet! o
into a tattered chair bthem il t hought s
| onger . 0O

Edward swiveled around and leaned back on his
hands. His fingers kept his cards in place. All of
them cheaaedt yYWOWNhybe with

Briands | ips drew up in a

ANot for us. o0 David shove
Tell them or you get nothing.

Brian per ked up. AThat 6
worried about her going nuts from being alone with
normalso

Dani el s frown was ident.
group. AExplain. o

ADescendants need to be v
least occasionally. Paul might have been why she

wasnot showing signs of it
Mar k shook his head. iWe
ago.Sheas amazing control ove

AYeah. o0 Briands gl ance w¢
| eaving me here. o
A We k n q wo. {f lshee tvas taking you

along, we would have gotte
was sympathetic to the kid. He almost liked him.
Resourceful teenagers were

get split up?o

ARnWebve never been togeth
| ab. She didndotlt knwasabewnt
Horror flooded the warm, dim room.

ARnThey take babies and ne
know?o0 Jacob fought the wur



ABecause we bontdenthegmpl et
canot corrupt t he chil d. ¢
doorway.

Only Edward had &ard her come up the rickety
steps and open theell-oiled door.

She refused to | klytukhat Br
tomorrow. Stay inside after the next bathroom

breakal I of you. o0 Alexa | eap
into the shadows.

Al still dl o nvéhty thred ecrasntdat n
David scanned the group. A
feelitt oo . 0O

ARShe wonot ri sk his | ife
Billy shrugged at the stunned realization coming
over his teammates. fAThe (

It was an explanation theyouald understand,
even i f it was hard to acc
the boy, on Al exabs order

them from making observations. Brian was like
seeing Alexa at a young age. It was fascinating.

Brian had already known why. Bitterness
twi sted his face. AShedd | o
sl ammed a fi st Il nto the cl
found her! o

All the men held sympathy for the teenager, but
they didnot of fer comfort
mattered more than a family being riplpepart.

AYou think sheol | be oka)

Edward snorted at Jacob in the lantern light.
AYes. O

Jacob flushed as the others chuckled.



~

Al rai se youécooking dut
supply evaluation. o
ANoOt even cl ose. 0 Edwar

fold.o

Mar k frowned. AYoudre Dbl L
do you want ?090

AThat | ast piece of fudg:e
AnDeal . 0 Mark dug 1t out
over his cards. AThree ten

Edward flipped his cards without turning. He
was still watchingBrian.

ATri p aces? Arle® you ki ddi
AWhy doesnodt she want u
couldnot | et it go yet.
AShedl | feed. 0 Brian sho
foot, shutting it. AAnd ma
continue the quest now t ha
AWe d&tonl eave her . o
AWebdbre with her until the
Brian sighed miserably.
keep her alive. o

AYou donoét sound gl ad. o
smoke on as he gave Brian
a danger now that gsoh?ed conf
rian shook his head. A N e
Donét I i e, boy! o Mar k |
Brian cringed. AnWe f eel y Q
we can make a final deci si

Brian cowered under Mar ki
consider | vyingw! She Baseds cor
put downo



All the men had wondered about that since
shedbd been bitten.
fls that all 20 Mar k heft e

l gnoring the pitiful Swing
things covered. 0o He shoved
thecircle,sat t ering the cards. g
tel |l us some stories. o

Brian crumbled on the floor, sobbing.

Edward frowned at Mar k. 7
you?o

Mar k put a hand up. fAHe?©o:s
a stake in her heart, but

Edward sighed A Wedve all consi
of the quest. Stop it now.

Mar k grinned. AOkay. o0 He
to Brian and patted the Db
toughen up. Work on that,

Brian gave a jerky nod as he swiped at his eyes.

His rasping breathshade the men feel pity, but not
the disgustthat Paul & s we ak mo me r

encouraged.

AWedr e wor ki ng on S 0ome
problem. 0 Jacobds face was
now. Put 1t from your mind

Briands gratitude washed
calming effect that brought smiles and groans.
AYeah. o0 Dani el i nhal ed.
right. o

Edward took the smoke an
get to the nostalgia, | want to know the lay of the

| and wedbre heading into. o



I
hedd finished mending
the slots that l i ned a
cards very often. He always won and feared
angering his teammateS.Wh at 6 s t he weat
here?o0

No one had mentioned it, but all the men were
hoping corn fields were behind them. They hated
thatplantnow.

Brian took the last question first, still trying to
recover. ADry and windy n.
thereds been no snow. .. O

nAnd whoos around. & Bi l
and
| | t

Outside a window, Alexa listened to her men

guide Brian into the rightame of mind for the trip.

She was certain the child would follow. Her crew

was trying to help him survive. They would also

glean any details about her that he would share, but
there wasndét much he coul d
each other.

Alexa shut off ler emotions as she scanned the
darkness. There were flares of light in the west, all
moving north. South was as
A bright green glow caught
path to the portall!o

Alexa memorized the location, then studied the
moonlit shadows around it. She could see the
outline of an RV starting from the top of the hill.
AWedre not t hethaprolryt adn es h

Alexa refused to allow a grimace at the pain
from her aching ribs and changing body. She



stalked into the darless behind the house, not
leaving prints in the dust. Tomorrow, she would be
well fed and maybe heartbroken. Her men might
decide to spare their lives and take off. If they stayed
with her now, they were almost certainly doomed to
share her fate. Smart mevould leave. She was
making sure they had the opportunity.

Alexa expanded her restless midnight prowling
to the edge of the property. The lake was low,
though she could hear frogs, but it stank. Brian had
to be boiling the water or he would have gottén il
from it. The bunkhouse had survived a fire
according to the char lines on the rear and the ashy
foundation of a larger building half a mile away.
She assumed fencing and sheds were here
somewhergtoo, but years of growth had covered
their locations. Théire that had come through here
had been massive. It was surprisitigat the
bunkhouse had been spared.

Her son was in as good a place as any, but Brian
was going to abandon it for an ugly ride on her
heel s. Shedd done the s
wondeed if Adrian had done it intentionally, like
she had. Brian was a target now. She had to find a
pl ace to stash him and t
be here within a week, trying to pick up her trail.
Their adventures in Lincolnwould not go
overlookedBrian would be a perfect way to get her
to surrender.

The sandy blonde boy was wiry and determined,
much like her. His father was unknown, but Alexa

am

hi



assumed he hadlso been a descendant because
Briands gi f tnostly lackedy wegré sti
strong. He woud have made an interesting addition

on a quest like thisa complete contrast to the taller,

stocky, older men that surrounded her. She had no
doubtthathe would have been an asset, unlike Paul,

but nothing would change herind. She had to be
abletorisk he | i ves of all her
that requirement. On his own, he had a chance. With

her, onlyhis death was certain.

2

The morning came and went without Aléxa
appearance. As thafternoonsun peaked above a
dusty horizon, her men lined uip front of Briarts
den.

Brian was nowhere to be seen. The kit he had
been wearing when they met was gone, leading
them to believe he was out scavenging. The men
assumed he had done it to makmgseasier. This
way, the mother and son dinhave to say
goodbye.

Afternoon shadows began to creep in, making
the men exchange uneasy glances. Maybe Alexa
had done the same as Brian and cut out without
saying goodbye. No one voiced the thought, but it
was there.

Seven kits of supplies were lined up on the
porch by their boots. Brian had put them together



overnight. The lonely pack was a reminder that they
were without a leader.

Dusty wind blew over the faint grass struggling
to survive. Another shower of grit splashed across
their worn boots. They were in Missaounear the
Nebraska border. Between a relentless new
Jetstream and bad crop choices, this area was
undergoing dustbowl conditions. Instead of the
deeprooted corn that Nebraska hosted, Missouri
had tried to grova lot ofsoybean. The plants were
too shalbw to stay in soil sockets against a constant
harsh wind, causing the plants and earth to be
scoured and scattered. Farmers replanting the next
seasondés crop would have s
but those men and women were gdrermers were
extinct in Anrerica.

On top of that, herds had moved north years ago
and ate it barren as they traveled. Animal skeletons
were visible in all directions, though most were
graying remnants now. Edward suspected even the
faint crabgrass thatlined Bn 6 s d e manisho u | d
after just a couple days of walking. They were in
another wasteland.

Time passed slowly as they waited for their
leader to arrive. Concerns flashed over her safety
andillness butreturned to the original thought of
her giving them a chance to bacut of the quest
now that the situation had changed so drastically.

Jacob hoped she knew they would track her
down. They were just as committed to it as she was.



Alexa stepped from the side of the bunkhouse
without crunching the gravel. Ktill drew instat
attention.

The men approved of her adaptions to the
uniform. The only skin showing was her face,
though the hood of her cloak was now tied snugly
to her head. They were encouraged. She might be
able to continue walking in that garb.

Mark delivered Alexa s kit as t he
marching formation around her. None of them
spoke, but each of them allowed her to feel their
relief and happiness that the quest viaerer. For
most of them, the | ives
compare to these moments witér.

Alexa sighed in misery and triumpfiltés the
same for me. We may go to our deaths, budlge
together. o

Each man there echoed her as she led them
toward the start of their next adventure.

Brian stepped from the shadows near them,
making a last dgmerate attempt to be allowed along.

AGrandpa told me to give

after the war. o
Alexa spun around, grabbed &i6 s ar m.
me! O

Brian didnot struggl e.

coul dnot wait. o

AHe | eft you here?o

Brian shrugged outdier | oose gr.i
to get me to go with the
Pain sank into Alexa. i
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A | stayed because heobds c
bled onto me. o0 The boy | o
you woul dndét have gulvlieemt .me

AAnd what i1s it you thinl
ATi me, | essons. .. a famil)\
Al exa grunt gtho. Yoo havew@a nt t
know it wonodot happen until
survival of humanity may v
Al know. | ré6infn g uas t medsed a gvee.
Al exa studied her son, h
canodt come with wus. Ther ed
with you along. O

Al know. O

AYou can go to ground an:
enough to do that. | see |
Brian studied his mothesgarching for the love

he needed. AYoudll come ba
Her heart broke. nAIl ways.
Brian wal ked away. That v

hear. He vanished into the shadows next to the
bunkhouse.

Alexa cursed the world governments for the
thousandth time a$e resumed her walk. He would
never stop following her now. Their bond was new,
but it was already stroiifike the one she had with
Adri an. ALet ds go. Wedr e
more than a nap until we reach the state line. This
part of the quest willncreaseours t ami na. 0

Her men followed her into the darkness, smiling
or chuckling. There was no
be.



Chapter One

Multiple Targets

Point Pleasant, TN
October

1

n-il-is will do. o

All six menstudiedthe smalllog cabin. It was
nice here, withoua feel of corruption. It instantly
reminded them of their old lives.

The cabinwas nestled behind a small town that
appeared to be empty bwta s.rfEdward wassure
survivorsexistedthereTheopen vi ew meant
wit nessed Al.edoveetes tha fedlingv a |
wasrd hostile. It was almost as if they were glad to
see new faces.

The other men were nais encouraged. They
had hoped to remain alone for a while longene
weeklong trip across Missourhad been rough in
places. When Alexhad saidhey wered stopping
for more than a nap, she h@dexaggerated.

Mark dropped his gear near the front porch
swing that appeared as though it might hold his
weight without collapsingi How | ong ar e
staying?o

AROvernight Oor Afsamgged we el
AWedll see how it goes. 0



The men liked the idea of spending a week
resting, of Alexa resting, but they heard the
warning.Alert modekicked in. Thecrew spread out
to clearthe perimeter

The property around theabin wasthick with
dying trees and piles of debris. It look like one of
the rundown places in a neighborhood where even
drug dealers wouldhlive. In this situation, it was
perfect andeckonedo the nen like a guiding light.

They hadd@ seen asafe structure since leaving
Brianbs den. Mi s desuriddemualked b e e
zone

Alexa waited in the shade of the porch, skin
stinging. Walking in the lightwurt, but rot worse
than her heatachtimes he 6d spi ed t hei
All of her plansnow accounedfor Brian.

Al exads heart swell ed. A
the same thing for her or she would have been killed
during one of his adventures. The realization was a
comfort, something she needed. Becoming this new
creature was an adjustmehatAl exa wasnot
she was capable of making. A number of things
would have to change, as of today. There would be
no more walking in the suneven in covering
clothing, unless she wanted to burst into flamas.
week of it had weakened hdrhey would travel at
night andsleep during the light.

AAlI Tl !'ocl ear

The callechoed from multiple directions.

The males rejoined her on the long porch.



A We ol I g e tthen s make | sende
preparation® A |metiorredEdwardto pry open
the door.

The cool, dark interior of the cabiralled to
Alexa, but she forced herself to wait until it had
been cleared. Maintainingutineswould be much
harder now.

AClleaEdward was brushed
spun into the coolness and vanished down the steps
to the cellar.

Edward exchanged looks with the other men,
but none of them commentexh it. They got busy
preparing their shelter, mindful of her words about
overnight or a week, depending on what happened.
They assumed it meant they

Billy took up a guard post outside.

Edward went to worlsecuringthedoors.

Mark chose the windows.

The others went through thi®me, buthe two
bedrooms and a large kitchevith a dining area
greeted them with dustfloors devoid of prints
Unlike the town bkind them, thisshelter was
empty. Daniel didnd think anyone had been here
since the war.

The basement door hung a jar, casting dark
shadows over thstonetable in front of a fireplace
with a largehearth It was obvious that electric
hadr@ gone throughthis place even before the
world had ended. Daniel assumed they would find
an outhouse somewhere on the property, probably
covered by thorny weeds. The crabgrass had indeed



vanished as they travel, replaced with viike
weeds that were taking over everyarea. This
property was no different.

As they worked, conversation drifted down to
Alexa.

AWi Il a week help her?o
AMaybe i f we can feed heil
Al 0v e théyeanrgd a long time between

meal s. O
Not at first. o
Any i deabewhght wadgl her e ?«
H a to day. Zombies and soldiers? Ghosts?
Take your pick. o
AHow about feathers?0o0
The chuckles sent a nice vibe through the air.
Alexa closed her lids against the faint light from the
window and cellar d o o r shedd |l ef t
coul dnot st a n dcuttofbfromh ber ¢ o mp |
men. Their voices soothed some of the terror.
AWe coul d al wa Rabbitgclwop b ac k
of f a part at a ti me. 0O
Al think his parts are al
Snickers and laughter echoed out to Billy, who
had climbed the tallest tree dmetproperty. He was
perched in the top branches like a parrot. There was
movement in every direction and he was keeping a
watch on all oft. To the westBrian had camped in
a small cave and erecta barrier over the entrance.
The cloth blended perfecthas did the small pile of
debris. If not for coming out in time to see the boy

o0 3Ot 3N



shoot a squirrel with a dagtin and disappear inside,
Billy wouldnoét have been a
The other directions held walking dead and lost
soldiers. None of those we coming toward the
cabin, but Billy wanted to kow if that changed.
Theydéd had too many narrow
|l uck wasndét a good i1 dea.
Jacob hated Alexa being forced to stay below
alone He took his kit and joined her in the mostly
empty concrete basement. He digezuritysweep,
then settled on the edge of an old table.
Alexa had settled in a corner and was busy
taking things from her cloak.
AWhat made you thatprssan?@ e Marr
How did you pick him@
Alexa glancedip.in He hasnoét tol d vy
fiNo. O
Al exa fr ownMalk isaalkilee e | y .
w a s an@ssassin or even what Adrian would have
called an Eagle. He was an average American they
pushed too f ar .JacobAlfeYkau og |l
have to get the full from him, butt came downd
the same thing wh all my men You picked
yourselves. ustanswered the ment al
AWIi t hhout knowing I f we
trouble? o
She smiled slightlyi Never doubting
worth it. Fate has provided my needs many times
over . o



Pride swept théreacher. Havould be sure to
replay the words to the resttbie crew Men needed
to hearthatthey were valued.

Jacob waited for her to speak, not wanting to
bother her if shavassearching for quiet time. He
scanned the basement agaimticing a shadow
behind a stack of mildewed boxes.

AExplore i f you want. Noi
Alexa could feel his restlessness and need to keep
her companyighting each other

Jacob grinned. He shifted the mess of boxes and
found a narrow doorHe yanked it open, sending a
draft and dust through them room.

Jacobvanished into the crevice with a grinis
gun and aflashlight. A Co ol ! 0o

Alexa smiled tolerantly ahis enthusiasm for
exploring anunknownarea. She was hoping for an
escape routen thenewr o o m, but sheodd
darker area. Even the ligHftom the single window
down herewas burning her skin. Being bitten by the
vampire baby had hurt thei
going to stop for sorthing as unimportant as pain.
Only death would turn heaway:.

Alexa drifted off with soothing noises from her
crew ringing in her sensitive ears.

2
Dusk fell slowly despite the fighters wishing it
would hurry so theiteadercoul d come up.
reinforced the entrances amaits, anddivided the



supplies theydd found. The
except force their brains to accept that they were on
downtime.

A Wh at did you guys do be
the restlessness whisperirtigat there werestill
zombies to kill if he was bored.

AYeah, you must have had
on this quemowsiting id toevwide wa s
windowsill, also longing to kill somethingde 6 d
fought that desireall his life. Being with Alexa
during a fight was freedom fno that prison.

Edward and Daniel shared a glance that held a
story everyone immediately wanted to hear, but the
two men had an unspoken vow about those times.

The first montls alone with her had been magical.

A Wdiandledt hi ngs sheds idal reac
personal care and preparatioms D a got bedy
sharpening his knife

AThen we Edawasdldaning his gun

nShe | i kes me n wh o know
concentrated on that. o
Jacobfoughtthe itch.i Does 1t wor k?0

Al f you .gi K csehtitdadrush donn
and racked the slide N So me otoeeclievee e d s
Billy, or at least do a cheak if he refuses to come
i n yet. Heod6ll take it the
AWhy?0 |sDawni thirst for deadly
adventures should have placed him at the top of that
list as far asre was concerned.
ABilly hasdb a rough past.



nAI I aoof Duakadi tidsupport Daniel on
this one

ANot 1.0 kked Wimavned And it 6s hi s
story to tenkld, so dondét as

Silence came for a long moment, where each
man considered either what he knelout Billy or
what he didno6t.

Wh at could be worse that
Hedd beeprdnurdaaeDnawiicdt wasnot
he wanted to know anlde was the first to pull out
ofi t. ,AiNvet €6s a shelf upsta
paperbacks. 1611 bring the

He headed up as the others broke from their ugly
contemplations.

il have socks with hol es
nl ol | do nt.t ® e check
nBet shedd | i ke a hot S h «

They fell intocaring for their needs and hers as
the evening came in peacefililgne of the few
theydédd had since becoming
Paul was behind them, the magic had returned, but
the restlessness hadnot Y
remained on edge while waigrfor the call to stay
or the call of battle.

3
Alexa emerged from the cellar as darkness
settled over the land.



Each of her men glanced up from their activity
to extend a warm welcome...and froze at the open
hunger in her expression.

Alexa struggledt@ bey her mor al C (
never been this hungry.
ACompany! o0 Billyds excit

happiness at having something to do.

The other men responded #sough Alexa
wasnot e ylika they werelioedmEager
studentganto the door.

It snapped Alexa from her trance. These were
her men. They trusted her, even in this form. She
joined them outside witlthat thought in mind,
humbled further when they admitted her to the line
as if nothing had changed.

The halff dozen walargei ng d
threat, but Billy hadnoét b
of them alone. He kept watch on the other areas as
the fighters below usettheir knives.

Edward also kept a watch, letting the newer men
release their frustrations. He stood by Alexa and
enjoyedthe show with her. Jacé@bfast thrusts and
Danielts neat swipes wegood entertainmerafter
hours inside waiting for darkness to fall.

They dragged the corpses away from their
shelter, then headed back toward the hpageept
Alexa.

Shestared into th darkness, able to see farther
t han sheo6d ®.\vIhere wbre leeatinga b | e
hearts in the darknedsvo soldiers who had made a
camp to wait fossunrise They were around a small



fire, eating something they had caught. Alexa @idn
know where they hadomefrom, but their presence
was fortuitous for her. She needed a meal and they
needed to die. It was a wimin.

She moved toward them silently.

Edward glancedback in time to see Alexa
vani shing into the shadow
others. She neededeal. She would find one.

Edward closed the door.

The group settled into their chosen activities, all
of them cal mer now that th
and theirbosswas out roaming. Nothing would get
by her, leaving Billy little reason to stay on watch.
He reluctantly joined his teammates in tabin

Billy took a place near
started, wondering if the chimney smoke might
draw more walking dead. He was almost sure the
zombies could smell, as well as hear. They
shoul dnodét ulhe tdlelne ttdheyb al
have been able to run, eat or bleed. In fact, they
Sshoul dndét even exist.

Billy felt the old, rational part of his brain trying
to open the cage dgohne refused to allow it. The
gates that hedd been warne

now. Zombies were the real
before had prepared him physically for duty with

Alexa, butBilly st i | | | ongekhownor t h
years ago. Hedd remembered

to understand what he had lost, but e¥eh e x a 6 s
magic had been unable to help him fulymember
what had happened.



ASomeone tell toh e E drwoaor kdi €
begantaking inventory of his gear. They skdr
everything equally, so it made it easy to keep track
of their supplies. If he had a week of rations, so did
everyone else in the group. Paul had screwed that
up by munching between meals and then begging
for scraps while Al eika tr.i
down when she gave him hdinner, taking his food
and water so he coRdbbitn ot g
was gone, some ofitrek would get easier.

The rookies, Jacob and Dayiskttled back to
listen.

The other three men exchange hesitant
glances

Al f I have to pick 1t, é
comeoub EdwaredAlrepae@s wor ds
when she wanted hito tell a tale.

The men frowned, shifting uncomfortably. All
the stories contained fail
Al ex abds dagythingsfAccidents had
happened.

Al traveled with Safe Ha\

Four heads turned to Billy in shock.

Edward had already guessddat and kept
sorting his gear. He found it soothing.

Billy leaned against the wall and began rolling
a smoke. dl i was henjgura&dke of
after that, | took a mission to find someone and
bring her to her father. o

Now there was complete silence in the calin.
distant screamutsidec onf i r med Al exads



il  watkat jobevduld take years and it has.
| needed it tad

AYoudbre from Swds"gunied ven ?
AAnd you didndét tell anyon
Al told the oml yBdddmsdidn
get defensi ve. ARShe told r

about revealing i1t.o0
AWhy now?wasdartbusaboud that
NBecabhsé® Bi ¢ lkdaroupd asii c

for confirmati onbondéd8ilde nee
we cleitbere are secrets this biptween us
| feel bad for keeping it
Bill yods humbl eness dr ew
corner . Al 6wi shi gouhaada
They all looked to Mark, who shook his head.
ANow | have to mention
uhéwel | ,awbmak i | t 6d wSamt |
for. o
The door openedAlexa came in, pale and
unruffled in the firelight. She closetand removed
her clak.
When the silence stretched pwhe gestured
curty. A As you were. o0
Heads went back to Mairkven Billy, who had
thought he held the largest of their private torments,
their secrets.
Davidcleared histhroafiSay t hat agai n°
Mark sighed niiutdereda woman 0
He ignored the mutters and scowls. It was only
the second time he had ever spoken the words and

w



theliberation was still a new, exciting emotion to be
controlled.

A Why ? 0 wadsaloakddMark was the one
he admired the most in this group.

It was what each of them, except for Alexa,
wanted to know. The silence hung while he
searched for the words.

Al coul dndét stand the t h
At that time, Idi dndét think there
could bebetter,and | was so angry! Then the war
came,and thePresident waseplacedoy succession
and vyet, It wasnot goi ng
puppet was going to stand on the backs of those who
came before anddep ruining everything. ...and |
had the thought tPresident 1 f t
anymor e, t hen mayb®Barkt hat
peered at Alexa, who was removing things from the
cloak shedédd bmogheped her
sl ept. o

AYoudre talakism@ ®&8bouwtonMOo
frowned ARShe was nePesidency | i n
when Carter died. o

n Y eShe wanted to makmale slavery legal.

She said we were a danger

Jacob stiffenedi She was.adét wrong

A N.0 Mawaslglad when Alexa came over
and sat down <c¢l ose to hin
couldnodét I et that happen.

Alexa joined them,placed her hand ro his
shoulder fiMurder is wrong. You murdered her.
That was very bad. o



Markdéds he&adedropped.
Al exa squeezed i n comfor
here, of one kind or another. You spent years locked
up in payment for that crime. Do you feel like
youodove been punished enoug
ANo. O
Al exa sighed tolerantly.
more. No one canofgive you until you forgive
yoursel f. o
AHow I"damurdered her! o
AYes. Would you do it ag:
Marks hook his head. AShe w
would have gone higher and found those in charge
of pulling her strings. | would have murdered
t hem. 0O
AThatdhaw bbden an act of the bravest
kindo Alpattecahishand A Take of f th
my pets. Without a head, the threat is no longer a
t hr Adtex@a gl anced around. F
to know this about him?0
All of theirheads shook. Each of them hadith
own weaknesss their own failures to atone for.
Edward especially understood.
A Good. Mur der , i1 ke all C
in the world. If he had removed the head, he would
be a hero. Because he cut off a tooth, he was a
criminal. The line betwen the two can be that thin,
but thereis always a line. We will attempt to stay
above it, but when we have to, we will abide by our
own guidelines. Nothing will keep us from this
mission. You were each delivered to me for that



p ur p oAdega. gettled back no longer cold.

AWoul d you hear how Mar k
sl am?o0
A
A

fYes, please. 0

The men got comfortable, but Alexa motioned
toward the senior nlehes wh
Al believe Edward told you
this one. o

Everyone looked to Mark to start the tale.

Markd i d n 0,tbut heiomycknew part of the
story. Edward and Daniel would have to fill in the
resti | 6 d b esam for yearst eémcurting their
interrogations and trying to stay alive. If not for my
pecd i ar mi nd, I woul dnot h .
Mar k flipped a fresh | og

Al

starving to death when e
ADid you feel me calling
AYes, butl t hought | 6d gone <c

welcomed it. There was only one thingvanted at
t hat point. o

AAnNnd now?o

Al sti |l | blood nl tlongno taste
vengeance. 0

AT h e r leyduscanill in thisnewworld.o

ALIi ke the day you 1©0ook m
Mark grinredsavagely.

AYes. Would you tell t he
curiouso

A N.O



ABecause of your guilt?o
ABecause bkdineuer ewmanto
A

|l exa was tolerant. ADo
youove become. Wi thout it,
to do my work. o

Al om a kill er. That 6s wh
| 6m al sobdaagseolbsdondt ca
AYes, .Waowvfacatmose fears and tell us

everything that still weighs onyourso@p nvi ct . 0
Mark opened his mouthTime seemed to slow
as he spoke



ChapterTwo

Slam

Utah
Eden Prison

1

~d
n -Pl-ereﬁs sat awodiamg at t he

The second guard in the tiny room might have
thought his partner was joking if not for the

befuddled tone. AA woman?
Joel snorted. nAYye, al i v
odd way. 0

Ni gel | eaned over Xoel 0s

small monitor showing the topside gate and main
entrance of the prison.

Af ter dar k, the jail w a
reason, including fire. The current warden had let
soldiers and inmates burn last year rather than open
the door at night. Themenguardingthis hell agreed
with that decision. Daytime was risky enough.

Night in Afterworld was lethal.

AWowshe al one?0 Nigel | e a
better view.
nAs far as | can tell .o J

the screen despilbreathdnihig el 6 s
cheek. fnABeen stldghowghtiwgs t her
dreamingo



The dreary guard room around them was an
ugly green and held dusty machines on three sides.
These devices were only used occasionally, but the
two guardsnever changed. They haik hours off
at night for eating, showering and sleeping. Both
men were offensive, but not cruel enough to handle
the population of this slam. Because of their
computer skills, they had been assigned here.
AAnd you didndét ring the

Al t Osvo ma e, alone. o0 Joel
would | trigger the alarm
AFair enough. 0o Nigel sl i
chair. fALetds see what she
Joel nodded hesitantl y. }
a | ot | onger than héad | et
eyes was unsettlingio iHey,
AThis is the guard stat.i
woman over the speaker n S

on your way.o

The woman didnot responc
blink or betray a single flicker of emotion.

Nig e | frowned, keying the
you hear me?0

The blackclad blonded i dndét move. NS
AWhat the hell 20 Nigel w.

Joel 6s bad feeling.
ALet her go. 0 Joel S Wi Ve
started to ring the alar m.
Ni gel knew 1t but that

his boredomor his annoyance. When he got the



woman in here, he would ma
to the main gatel! o

Joel involuntarily placed a hand on his holster
as the loud alarm rang through the prisoneyrh
were buried under the grou
they were safe. Any time the top entrance was
openedpeoplegot twitchy.

nAt ease, Private. o An
companion, Nigel watched two sentries hurry out to
the woman.

She seemed familiar to NigeHe squinted
harder at the screen as one guard took herazam
the other man scanned to verihatshewasalone.

AWIi sh we could hear them.
were conversing too lowly for the topside mike to
pick up.

AMaybe she wantasgladthe |l t er
woman didndét seem to be a
toward the gate with the guards, willingly.

ASomet hi ng moved, behi nc
pointed, heart thumping. 0
Nigel was too late to the radio. The gate opened
just as agroup of walking dead staggered toward

their men.

The walking dead in this area di@nhave
clothes remaining, other than tiny scraps that were
cemented to their boee Without eyes, it was
iImpossible for them to see the hits coming, though
they had excé&nt hearing. Having any senses left
defied reality, but there was no denying the proof as



two of the rage walkers heard the gate creak open
and staggered toward them with hungry snarls.

Alexa spun around while pulling a long knife
from her belt. She slickthrough the slow undead
with ease, beheading all of them while the two
sentries observed in surprise.

Alexa wiped the knife on atumpwith heavy
moss and sheathed the blade. The blood on her face,
she left. She often used mental intimidations.

Theprism wasnoét visible fror
for one small shed, the gate and door were the only
cluethata form of civilization was nearby. Though
Al ex a wasnot sur e she W 0
comparison to much. Life in a slam was no picnic.

Three more undead ribered toward the gate,
bony fingers reaching for food.

Alexa drew her gun and put them down, one
after the other with solid shots that blew apart their
brittle skull s. Rage Wal ke
the country. Those infected died fromaind still
coul dndét find peace.

Alexa walked to the gate, motioning the scared
guards in ahead of her. A large herd of walking dead
wasnot far away. She wante
before more shooting happened. Once it did, the
zombies would gather here, making heo stashed
men safer. Edward and Dan
being leftbehind but she wanted to be a man up
when she left, not two down. Her new men were
good, but she wasnot conf i



their lives during this collection. If they got
involved, it would be their choice, not her orders.

Alexa reappeared in front of the camera, this
time flanked by two shaky soldiers splattered in
crimson.

The guardsin the control room stared at the
camera, not sure what to do.

Alexa slowly pulled a pouchrdm her pocket.
She shook it, producing a jinglaPure gold coing.
Alexa handed it to the nearest soldier and turned
back to the camerdi wish to buy one of your
prisoners, thendl be on my wayo

The soldiers around her perked up.

Nigel was relieved. He hit the button to open the
entrance. Those two guard:
grand scheme of things, but as low as their
population was, they needed every set of hands they
could get. This shiftds se
Nigeldd n 6t wa anyofthemn. | os e

Joel watched thewow bloodywoman on the
camera, not as convinced as his companion. He
quickly secured the gate, but the ball of acid in his
stomach continued to buriiThis was a bad idea.

Nigel shruggediiToo late nowo

They watched Alexa enter the processing center
of the last working jail in the United States. Right
after the war, this prison had housed the most
dangerous people the apocalypse had ever seen.
Whoever wanted one of their prisoners had to be
hard enough thandle them. The government ditin
mind selling inmates if they were going to be a



prisoner somewhere else. In fact, their bosses
encouraged it. One less mouth to feed was
important.They didr@ have regular company here,
but the occasional stray who cartteough was
always a hunter, so Ale& request wasormal
Joel wasi sure why his stomach was so upset.
Nigel snorted, but didih order the man to quit
stressing. Over the years since the war, Joel had
developed an instinct for moments like this. Nigel
didnd see what threat a lone woman would be, but
he intended to keep an eye on her just the same. He
hadré stayed alive so long by ignoring possible
danger.

2

In the Processing Center, Alexa stood calmly
between her escod This entry room was a
rectangle with faded Wanted posters lining one side.
At the far end, an elevator was guarded by two tall
soldiers who looked thrilled to have something to
do.

Without moving, she scanned the room and
cubicles, seeing only two of the grungy booths were
staffed both by bruised men who also appeared
excited to have company. The jail obviously didn
get many visitors nta. She

fiGive the clerk a name so he can look itaup.
One of her escorts pointed at the first cubicle. The
two soldiers wes recovering now that they were
backinside.



Alexa stepped that waput shedidnd take the
rickety seat across the desk from tee nosedanan.

He looked as though he had just finished a lengthy
shift with Mr. Daniels. Alexa gave him a polite nod.
Al want the one who killed the Presidant.

No one spoke or moved.

Al exads Dbfitsthevdedd®?Sfhteeddd. h el d
that fear since deciding to come here.

The clerk shook his head, slowly reaching for a
button on the deskiill have to check with my
superiors for thabneo

The clerk typed in a few sentences, keeping his
gaze on the strange blonde womgemaleshunters
were rare, but the one in front of him seemed more
comfortablewearing bloodthan her soldier escort
did. That duo was waiting tdiscoverif she needed
to be convinced téeaveand clearly dreading it if
she did. The clerk had a senbatthey would all be
happier once she was gone. He typed faster.

The computer beeped.

The clerk read the answer alouiend her
downo He nodded toward the elevatgiSecond
floor.0 He waved at the guys behind hélbond let
her out of your sighd.

Reluctant soldiers followed Alexa onto the
elevator that was barely wide enough for all of them
to stand siddy-side. Coatedn greasy handprints,
the elevatorfloor held a layer of grit and garbage.
Alexa noted the camera in the corner was broken.
Mistake.Now you may never know who to blame for
the coming mess.



As the door shut, Alexa saw the clerk move
away from the cubicle. & didr@ want to be here
when she returnedVise. |l 6 | | probably b
fast amdwearmgnyungorm.
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The elevator creaked and groaned as it delivered
them into the earth. Alexa stood pat to account for
the coming stop. Her companions brdoeith a
hand against the wall to keep from falling as the
transport jerked to a sudden halt. She ldiabl@en in
an elevator in years, btiierough stop had been a
foregone conclusion. The laziness of always using
arms to brace was dangerous. Legs neddee
strong to run. Hands needed to be free to shoot.

The door slid open to reveal a wide white room
with a single desk in the far corner. It smelled like
fresh paint as she stepped off the elevator. Nice
furniture decorated the room, but not the lavistdk
she expected the main boss to havieich meant
this wasnodét hi m.

Secondin-command, Lee glanced up in
surprise. When hedd been t
had expected a man.

Alexa pushed out her chest and swung her hips
as she stepped over to the desiing to judge what
type of person she was dealing with, what deal she
needed to make.



Leeds t hi n AArtiispmg oblsasgph,t e n e «
so unless you have ancient murals tattooed across
your ass, | need to see the color of your gold.

Alexa snickered. She dug in her pocket tloe
pouch, then tossed it onto the desk in front of him.
She scanned the area as he began to count. This first
room off the elevator was a reception areavas
supposed to be, but the oddhtaced paintings
appeaed to be from a mental hospital. The stick
figures in cells, and showers, being drugged and
beaten, were more like the rants of an insane child
than the bearded Lieutenant sitting in front of her in
a blue robe with deep pockets.o8e pocketsvere
filled with paintbrushes and small notepads, though
she also saw an outline that was likely a small
handgun. The only security was the tguardswvho
had stepped out of the elevatout stayed next to it.
They obviously werendét wunc

fWho didyou come for8Lee finished counting
as he waited for her answer.

fiMark.o

Lee shruggedii think we have two dozen
inmates by that name. Y@uhave to narrow ib

fiHe killed the President.

Lee froze, then iced over. He shoved the gold
across the narrowdesk. fiThat convict is not for
saleo

Alexa gave him a pointed lookEverything is
for sale inAfterworld.0

iNot that one! 0 Lee smack
a lifetime sentenddereo



Alexa scooped the coinsack into the pouch
and stored it in her cloaKlan sorry to hear i

Lee was sorry to lose the coins. Gold was a
precious commodity even nowiCan | offer you
someone elsé?

Alexa moved toward the elevator, hand sliding
to her knife hilt.iil needMark for my teamo

fwWell, you caii have himb Lee waved at the
soldiers, eager to return to pang. fiGet her out of
hereo

Alexa waited until the elevator began to roll
open. She spun around, throwing the knife they
hadndot seen her pull

|t stuck in Leedbs chest.

Alexa dropped to her knees as shdélguliher
gun, then rolled onto her back. She fired two fast
shots in close quarters. Blood sprayed.

Both bodies fellNot having securitglownhere
was another mistake.

Alarms blared across the compound.

The camera in the corner followed her every
move.

Alexa stood and reloadedscanning. Te
artwork on this wall waswow splattered in red.
AThats an improvemen.

Alexa sent the elevator up empty, then went to
collect the keys from Leeb
his desk had to go somewhere.



Edward and Daiel paused in their activities.
Heads turned toward the prison, listening for more.
Alarms after Alexa leaving them could only mean
one thing. She had invaded the prisaione.

Set irto the side of a cliff, there was one way in
or out. The vehicle entrar had flooded years ago.
Theriver had reclaimed a mile in both directions,
creating a haven for bugs andhard to navigate
barrier. Alexa had brought them acrossa@kiff, in
the dark.

Daniel studied Edward.They were both
wearing the fighting gear Aka had insisted on
weeks ago. Most of it had already seen use, but the
guns had been the most chosen tool during their
adventursso far. The only new gear on them at this
point were the boots sheo
Both men had been glad of it. Theoriginal
footwear had really worn down after a month of
walking.

Al dond feel right staying here if sl in
dangero

AYeah. 0 Edward swept t he
make sure no one was sneaking up on them from the
barren landscape that hedly remnants ofociety
Because of the flooding and the soldiers, this area
had emptied out. 't hadnodt

Edward stood to kicldirt over the small fire.
fiLetts goo He liked Daniefs attitude. Alexa
obviously didr@ think she needed their help, but
they were going to give it anyway. They were along



to support her in all her choices, but they also
needed the excitement.

They hurred toward the large prison... Edward
skidded to a haltbut he was too late to avoid the
patrol of soldiers coming around the row of trees.

The two groups stoppestaring atach other in
surprise, then anger.

Edward and Daniel knew what had to happened.
They drew the guns Alexa had gifted to them upon
joining her quest.

Most of the soldiers reacted too late to avoid the
well-placedslugs that began to fly. Men screamed
and fell, while others tried to recover in time to save
their lives. Many of the shotmissed because they
were hand reloads. Alexa refused to use those.

Daniel double tappedh soldier, then knelt in
front of Edward to reload like Alexa had been
teaching him to do during a gunfight.

Edward slowed his fire to give Daniel time for
it like he had been taught.

The soldiers continued to blast useless shots
into the air and ground around the two men. They
hadri been expecting a gun fight.

Edward assumed walking dead were in the area
or would be drawn to the noise. He took a fast look
to verify thee wasii a new threat.

Daniel stood, aiming.

Edward knelt to reload.

In the distance, the prisalarmscontinued to
walil.
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fSirlo Nigel waved at the camera as the Warden
joined them in the security roariiWe have a patrol
under attack. | can see thgltfting!o

A S o Satuel didd appear anything like the
two man in the room. He was beefy, with clean
clothes and dark hair that glistened from a fresh
washing. As commander of the base, he didave
to do without It didn@ bother him that himenwere
suffering. They were soldiers. They would do what
they were told.

AMove! 0 Warden Malin sho\
seat. He settled in the warm, wobbly chair to
observe. A small line of trees blocked his view, but
the sounds of gunfire and blurry shadows on the
ground confirmed the information. Samuel took a
few seconds to consider his options, then began
pushing buttonsiiThe dead are getting too close
again anyway. Two birds.

Joel frowned as he realized their commander
was releasing the remaining hounti®o we have
permission for that, sic?

A No, but those genetical
killed a dozen soldiers in three years. Plus, they eat
too damn much. Wae low on food. Asome point,
those mutts are going to get loose in this compound
and munch their way through.

Joel winced at his secret fear being spoken. He
didn@ say anything else as the commander opened
the hound pen.



One of the monitors flashed to the kennel in the
topside shed. Two large dogs of St. Bernard and
Malamute lineage bounded from their pens. Clumps
of dirt and dust flew from their paws as they ran
straight toward the noisy fightinghe two hounds
werehip high though taller than a man when they
stood ortheir thick rear legs.

Their sharp hearing made the animals more
dangerous. Just like the undead, any noise could
send them into a snarling, snapping fury that ended
with bullets or Tasers. They had run out of batteries
for the Tasers months ago and wéorced to use
sturdy clubs to keep the big dogs in linew. It
rarely succeeded without a serious injury.

Joel shuddered. Samuel was right. Having them
outside the jail would accomplish several goals.
Along with saving food, it would save lives in here
and clear the area around the jail. It also meant they
couldrid send out patrolagainuntil the dogs moved
on like the other pairs had’hey were so low on
manpower now that none of their patrols went out
on time or at full strength anyway. Joel assumatl th
was why the current squad was losing. The screams
were fading, drown out by snarls.

ATwo survivors, si Nigel pointed at the
screen

Two bloody soldiers were fleeing toward the
gate, waving and screaming to be let in.

The Warden almost didn Samuel could feel a
threaé but they needed all hands to scour the
prison for the hunter running loose among the



iInmates. Samuel considered her low priority, but it

was astill problem. He hit the buttorhat opered

the gate.iPut them on search duties. Moedical

care until oshebés captured.

Samuel left, not clasg the gate. The guards
would take care of that. It was their job.

Joel slammed his hand on the button to shut the
entry. A wave of walking dead was staggering
toward the gate at a surprisingly fadip. A few
moreseconds would have let themiits he crazy@

Nigel shruggediiHe must be. H& boss of this
hell.o



ChapterThree
Do it Fast

n Watés t he preddfaecdde m? O

clerk in theProcessingCenterstared athe bloody
Private trying to place him with soldiers on patrol
f or t hi asitsalkingfdéad or imdke likihe
weird woman who just came
Edward lifted his gun.
So did Daniel. Sneaking in as survivors had
been brilliant.
The sol di er sing aneattag&.nmbet exop
group in the far corner reactéate, rushing toward
them as they tried tpull their weapons.
ABreach! We have a breactl
The small squad of sentries to the right of the
entrance stared in surprise as they were shay O
one of them managed to ghts gun out of the
holster.
Daniel shot him before he could pull the trigger.
Edward cleared the front of the room, being sure
to miss the clerk crouching under his booth to avoid
the bullets.
Edward jumped over the dividandput his gun
I n t he cemdile ®anielfelaninated theest
ofthei nj ur ed, screaming guar



The shaking clerk finger
floors down! o

AWhere are the command g
rooms?o

n We have a security r oo

Commandlivesdeow. They dondt cor
AWhich one would your <col
now, watching vyour l i fe f
Edward hated being away from Alexa. It made his
tone ugly.

The clerk shuddered. AT w
right. o

Edward withdrew the warm weapon and
marched to the exit. He di
t hat down without wus. Do i

The clerk obeyed, stunned at the invasion by
just two men.

The narrow elevator groaned and clacked
toward the lower floors.

Edward locked tie door to the stairs as he
followed Daniel. It might buy them an extra minute.

Alone in the dim stairwell, Edward had time to
admire how nimble theBiker was despite the
i njuries hedd suffered froc
power was amazing.

Daniel stoppedat the first floor, wishing the
alarm would stop. It shrieked from every speaker on
the grungy green walls.

Edward waved him down an«
go there at some point. We



Daniel went eagerly, ready to kill or die for his
new family. He jerked the next door open, letting
Edward hurry in.

Edward circled the room and returned to
provide cover for his teammate. This lobby outside
the security room was barren of everything,
including furniture and propaganda. Dusty outlines
sat where thasitems had once been.

Daniel assumed they had been burnt for
warmth. The prison was cold.

Edward kicked in the flimsgecuritydoor.

It flew open, striking someone. A body thudded
to the dirty floor.

Daniel rushed in with his gun, scanning each
cornerbebr e he spun around to
entrance.

Edward came in, firing at the man in the far
corner. Daniel hadndét seen

Dani el ducked to clear E
He saw boots and fired, hitting knees.

Both men kept firinguntil the threats were
eliminated Gunfire echoed down all the halls,
carrying.

2
AThose are mine. o0 Al exa
with the sand of the crew
weapons down. I 61 | |l et you
warning at the squad of sadds in front of the main



command r oom. AThey wi |l |

they get here. No compr omi
Al 6m James Hawt hor n, Car
| eader stepped forward. nS

Jimmy sported a crewcut, a squad leéler
uniform, and recently polished insignia. His cruel
leer complemented dirty fingernails and bloody
boots. Thehalf dozensentries with Jimmy were the
same. This was a torture squad. Alexa was glad they

di dnot beli eve her. Justic
with a Glockand a Barretta.
nPut it down! O

Alexa slowly lowered her gun, finger easing off
the trigger. Thee menhad hesitated to kill her
because shewdsmaleand t hey hadnot
a long time. She reatiatin their hungry gazes, but
I f she pushed any harder,
planned to let them try and enjoy the slaughter, but
the sound of familiar guns one level abtivemhad
forced a changemp | an s . Al 61 | count
youol | allaced Hder gun ob thé&droend py
her dusty boots and rose.

Gunfire echoed, louder and closer.

ATwo. O

Jimmy advanced, kicking her gun away. He
motioned to the two door s.
Ki || anything that I snot
grabbed Al exads ar m, j er ki
A Wh e yoarrgad sourc® o

AThree. 0O



The door to the right burstpen. Edward,
wearing theiruniform, shot Jimmy with his Glock
before the soldiers could decide if he was one of
them.
The other door flew open from a vicious kick.
Daniel rushed in, firing his Barretta.
The squad went down in a quick, chaotic heap
in front of the exit.
AFaster than | estimated.
S 0ome of Ji mmyos bl ood frc
collected her gun. It stank. She strode to the security
door.
Her fighters fell in on her heels without being
told, both proud of how well it had workedt. This
was their first time using
been training them on.

Al exa banged. AGive me wl
The speaker crackled. Wi
ATmancal | ed Mar k. o

AThe President killer?o
AYes. 0O She bangedetmegai n,
older soundingna n j ump. ADo it f a
thisdoor One. . . two. .. O

AnWait'! He has to be woke
Wait! o

Alexa put one hand on her hip and checked her
watch on the other. AHow |
There was a pause, then the speaker echoed
ATem nutes for full wakingeé

ADo you need power to ac«
AUh. . .no...O



Al exa moved toward anoth
be | ate. o
Edward flipped a finger to the camera as he
went by.
Daniel stuck a wad afap linedC-4 to the door,
grinning. He followed his companions. He hoped
Alexa liked the addition.

In the security roomSamuel ignored the pleas
of Joel and Nigel, concentrating tnoopsinstead.
The prisonerwould be brought here, but so would
all of the remainingsoldiers The ounty hunters
were going to get more tha
APl ease, sir! Icaptrimpedr ha\
C-4! The fuse is built inAll it needs is aparkb
The Warden shoved the man backaod his
chair. Al 6ve nevemgongtost a
now! Set a trap in every s
shoot you both!o

3

Alexa moved deeper into the prison via the
stairs. The soldiersiere obviously crammed onto
the elevatorgvenwhen it would have been shorter
to walk. Alexa assumed it was lazinegdus
reluctance to part with old conveniences.

The stairs going to the lower levels were dusty,
but clean compared to the rest of the prison. Edward
was encouraged. He hopedntant they wouldh
run into as many soldiers down here. He also



assumed it meant they would be hit full force as they
tried to leave.

Edward stayed close to Alexa, reloading on the
move. He had already run through half the
ammunition s heddwegpowv.EBlen hi n
was now glad she only allowed dry fire practices
during lessons

Some of the prison rooms they passed made
them scowl or grimace. The various torture devices
and cattlelike set up for hygiene and medical care
were cruel. Sympathy came fdt the inmates, no
matter their crimes.

Daniel brought up the rear, listening for anyone
trying to trap them in the stairwell. Alexa had a map,
| i berated before theyodd jo
stopped to shine her light on it and verify their
location. Daniel wasthrilled to be here. He waén
thrilled about Al exads der
Edward hadd@ known why they were at the prison.
He suspected Alexa had left thevutsidebecause
they wouldrit have agreed to come in with her if
t hey 6d k neoevhelping drisgnerescape.
And it wasr@t just any prisoner This one had
murdered a postwar President.

Alexa took a left turn at the wide corridor and
entered the first small room. She motioned them to
shut the door.

The file room was crammed with metale
cabinets and cardboard boxes. It took Alexa a
minute to determin¢hat the cardboardatontainers
were for nonlethal prisoners who were available for



trade or sale. The file cabinet with the broken lock
was for prisoners who were supposed to die down
here in this cold, damp hell.

Alexa held her light in her mouth to viethe
folders, digging through them with lightning speed.

Edward and Daniel observed the exit, hearing
footsteps. Ashortstaffedsquad of troops ran by the
room without noticing them. Ale men appeared
unhappy to have been sent on this duty. They
werer@t doing a good job clearing the floor.

Alexa pulled out a folder. She memorized the
details and moved back to tbangy hall.

Shouts came from the opposite intersection. The
squad had heartie door open.
AThere they arel!o
nGet her!o
Al 6m staying right here!
never miss. o0

Alexa took off running, cursing her impatience.
She could have waited another minute and they
would have been gone.

Her crew stayed close, shieldingerhfrom
gunfire that didd@ come.

The speakers on each camera blafi€du have
five minutes to surrender or sheotkill orders will
be relayetb

Alexa stopped. She turned around and marched
back toward the nervous troops who had been
allowing them to lave rather than duel it out with
her and her men. The bunker soldiers were armed,
but they were cowards with faulty weapons. Alexa

~



had known that when she broke in here. She was
also aware there had to be someone with a spine,
otherwise these guys would Jeataken over the
facility years ago. That voice on the radio was
probably the only one they needed to watch out for.

Al exa waved at t he ner v
t hem. o

Edward used the last of his ammunition as she
went by the soldiers.

Caught off guard, dy a few of the men fired
back Like badlydone reloads are apt to cause, two
of the guns misfired and exploded.

A bull et spun by Edwar do:

He retaliated, catching the soldier in the throat.

He shoved the smothering man aside as he went by,
slamminghim into a soldier about to shoot Alexa.
The man fell like a brick.

Edward jumped over him to follow himssinto
the next stairwell.

Dani el fired in the mano
not wanting to worry about vengeful survivors.

The hallway door slammed andcked behind
them, echoing in a final noise.

Alexa took them straight up the stairs, no longer
worried about losing her new crew. In a short ten
minutes, they had robbed the staff of courage. Only
that steely voice over the speaker was still a
concern.

Bemause of Al exads veiled
power, the soldiers had been diverted. Edward
realized Alexa had never intended to do that. She



had cleverly drawn more resistance out of her path,
but she wash going to repeat that ploy now. Her

fury was almost sible as she padded to the camera
on the security room. In a slow, deliberate motion,

she held upnerhandi A s par k, pl ease.

Edward handed her a lighter, not sure if she was
bl uffing. 't didnot ffeel

The speaker crackledWait!o

Alexa lit the fuse and saluted the camera with
her finger.

Edward grabbed hegndshielded her with his
body as the explosion shattered the door. Shrapnel
blew over all of them.

Lights switched as a new alarm came on,
bathing them in a disturbing red glo®houts and
coughs came from inside the room, revealing
survivors.

Daniel tried to recoverfrom the blast. He
staggered into the room, ears ringing. Balance off,
he leaned against the frame, trying to focus on the
threats.

Samuel escaped through the emeoyeexit as
the two sentries tried to pick themselvwgsoff the
floor. The room was filled with smoke and blood
from debris that had gouged the arms and faces of
both soldiers. Half the computer screens were either
dark or flickering.

ADond kill us!o

fiWe surrenderd

Daniel shot both cringing men.



Edward helped Alexa to her feet and escorted
her into the smoky roonte took off his bloody
Army jacket as they studied the hatch that needed
an approval code to opefiDo you want to us to
track him throughote means? | 6m sur
can be persuaded to heip.

ANo. 0O Al exa went to the
and leaned down to hit buttons on the paiiatch
the hallo

Protected by her fighters, Alexa used the
functioning control panel to locate her target.
Insteadof wasting time reading the new information
that popped up on the ashy screen, she hit the release
button for all inmates. That would keep the soldiers
busy. iWho wants Point and the tracking
experience@

Edward held out a hand for the map.

Daniel colleced a magzineand two guns from
the fallen men.

Al exa motioned Dani el t o
She would be thBrag person this time. She would
take over when her ears stopped ringing. Edward
had already recovered. Daniel was well on his way,
but Alexa wasg able to shake it off as quick as she
usually did. Most of her energy had gone to healing
Danielts wounds. She hadrrecharged yet, but she
was tempted by the steely voice that had proved
itself as cowardly as thenen he commanded.
Taking his life forceto replenish her own would be
deserved.

Daniel gave Edward a gun and the mzage



Fresh shouts echoed as they reentered the
stairwell.

Using the map, Edward led them to the very
bowels of the complex. The most dangerous or
valuable prisoners were cageddeNone of them
were loose yet, though several were twitching. It felt
like a lab in a haunted house.

Edward skimmed the names on the cages.

Daniel did the same on the opposite row of cells.

Alexa stayed in the doorway, aware of shouts
getting closer. Shassumed Samuel was rallying
troops toward their position. She was good on
ammunition, but she had heard the dry click from
E d w a guh @ssthey exited the last hall. Her men
were out but for the single mag supply Daniel had
secured. That meant she neetledlo most of the
work until they were resupplied.

Edward moved down the hall with goosebumps
breaking oubn his skin. Many old movies came to
mind, including Silence of the Lambs. The cells
were eerily similar, except th@risoners were
strapped to uprigt gurneys with various tubes and
wires leading in and out otheir thin, bruised
bodies.

fil found it!0 Daniel opened thdoor, notingthe
cell hadri been locked. His stomach dropped as he
steppediniUh é B®m s s!

Alexa sighed, already sure she knew witegt t
probl em was. She opened

h e



Al have your mam. The speaker ab
crackled with steely humoiilf you want him, come
get him. Bm on the top floon

Daniel and Edward studied Alexa, aware of the
trap. The Warden assumed she would have a hard
time resisting both her target and ground level,
which would put her closer to escaping with her
prey if shewas able to take him. Both of them
wanted to tell her not to fall for it, but neither man
saw a better solution.

Neither did Alexa. She motionedward the
locked cabinets at the end of the hathetanother
weapono

The two men hurried over to the glass case.
Daniel shattered it with his boot. Edward began
grabbing knives. He didnot

Alexa turned toward the darkness ddtairwell.

She opened the exit to verify a clear path.

Bullets flew. One of them hit her shoulder,
knocking her backward.

Her skull bounced against the walhlexa
crumbled to the floor.

Daniel and Edward ran toward her, but more
bulletscamethrough, stiking the wall above Alexa.

It prevented hecrewfrom reaching her.

fiGrab her nowd The squad leader wavatihis
bravest man.

A skinny soldier with big arms lunged forward.
He grabbed Alex@ leg and dragged her into the
stairwell.



The sound of heavy br#ang told Edward
several men had beesent to stop them from
following. He scanned the cells and found half the
prisoners awake at the bars. They were afraid to
come out without permission.

ACome on! o0 Edward began
women by their thinm@ns, shoving them toward the
stairs.

Daniel put knives in their hands and pointed.
fiThe enemy is there. Vi@ your rescuers.

Most of these inmates could only feel anger
now. They limped toward their deaths with vicious
shouts and staggers that would hauet Alexa to
witness.

Saving their limited ammunition, Edward and
Daniel waited out of sight until the gunfire ended.

Silence descended.

Two wary soldiers came through the doosée
if the threats were neutralized. Three more soldiers
eased in behind &m.

Edward and Daniel stepped forward, arms
drawn back.

Dani el 6s aim wasmebwiht t er .

three throws.

Edward used half his knives to Hatsoldier
trying to get his gun out of the holster.

One of the moaning, bleeding inmates on the
groundgrabbed a soldier and pulléide screaming
man downso he could beat him with filthy fists.

t



The remaining soldiers fled up the stairs,
forgetting, and were attacked by the other freed
inmates.

Edward and Daniel hurried into the hallway,
hoping to reach Abea, but three floors and multiple
doors mocked them.

They had no idea where to go.

4

Al have your leader.d overo

Edward and Daniel stared each otleex the
speaker spegd threats both trying to form a plan
to save them all.

fiHe has a safe room.

They glanced down to see the inmate had won
the punching battle. He was dragging himself
toward the other bodies, presumably for a drink
from one of the canteens. His cracked lips implied
he was parched.

fltés on the top floor. Theée also an escape
hatcho

The inmate had gaunt cheeks and haunted eyes.
His jerky movements told them he wésawake
often. Needle tracks in both arms oozed small
droplets of blood.

Edward didnot doubt t he
The government was the enemy. He was trying to
make sure his enemy was hurt, though he wadiildn
survive to enjoy it.



Edward went to the inmate. He handed him a
knife and one of his food pouchéd.hank youo

The man noddediA drink, a mealanda death
by my own hand. Sounds right for the life I lived

Edward and Daniel didhstick around to hear
the mandés story, t hough t |
collected magzines from corpses as they headed up
the steps. Concern for Alexa overwhelmed
everything el se. Theyodod fc
plans by coming imgainst orders. Disobeying may
have cost themer life.



Chapterour
You Are Awake

1

Alexa woke all at once, tensing against the

ropes binding her to a chair. She opened her eyes.

Mark was bound to a chair nearby. He stared at
her in grateful awe.

Alexa did a short scan and guessed where they
were. These extravagant personal quarters were the
exact opposite of the rest of the prison. Beside the
expensive furnishings and clean wallserewere
boxes and crates of supplidgt she was positive
the res of the prison had been doing without for
years. The writing on most of the boxes was too
faded to read, but the two she deciphered were
colognes and candy. Both were used to trade for sex
or food, but neither were of any useheron this
quest. Medicabn was the only thing that bought
old world bullets. Both were rare.

Alexa studied herConvict. He wore medical
bottoms tied with string to stay on his pale, bony
hips. The rest of his bare body was waxy skin,
bruises and bones. He had to be forty pounds
underweight.

Mark gave her a weak nod, trying to indicate
agreement to whatever she wanted. This brief



moment of wakeful captivity had convinced him
any life would be better. He had accepted that death
would be his esape from hell, but this waking cycle
had brought hope for the first time in nearly half a
decade. He was beyond grateful. Anything she
wanted or needed that he could accomplish, he
would.

Alexa pinned him with an intent look despite
their situation. Somehings had to be handled
immediately.fiYoud come with me? Learn, obey
my codes®

Mark gave an eager nod, starved grin lighting
his bloodshot blue gazéMy life isnG@ much, but
itGs yourso

fiWe have movement on this lev@lAnother
voice in the room alerteher to an audience.

Alexa turned for an awkward scan over her
shoulder ignoring her minor injuriesShe found a
secondary command post being run by two twitchy
Privates and supervised by the commander of the
base.

The Warden stared at her wileely grey eyes
and a smirk. Alexa couldnhelpher reactionThat
smirk had to gofiYoude down abouthirty menby
my count Will your boss thinktd &inny?

The humor fell from Samué face as if st
slapped him.

Pride. | can use thatfiSorry. Didl touch a sore
spotd She gave a charming smiféf you surrender
now, Il be nice. Youmight get tokeep your lifed



Samuel refused to acknowledge the shiver her
threat sent up his spine. He had bigger concerns than
a hunter who did@ know her placefiThe attack on
my facility was planned. | doubt you thought of i
Who sent you®@

Alexa laughed at him, bringing a deep frown to
his grizzled face.

Samueis hands clenched in his pockets, but he
betrayed no other change in demeari@&o you
planned it. Why did you go to so much trouble for
oneprisoneP After the damage ydwe done here,
youdl never be allowed to traffic at any other base.
Youdl be killed on sight, so why are yoteally
hered

Alexa studied Markfil need fighters. You do
that better than most. You fought a Secret Service
detail haneto-hand after the bullets ran outhe
war made you a murdereNow, youdl atone by
being a wiling kilern t he name of t he
the name of Safe Haven.

Gasps came from the two soldiers.

Samuels hands came out of his pockets and
clenched ito fists as he strode to his prisoners. He
kicked the side of Maids chair.

The chair toppl ed,lders mack
into the hard floor. He landed fadewn, with the
chair on top of him.

ANever ignore me! o0 Samuel
slapped her.
AYoudll die for that!o

Markoés scream startled 1t



Al exa kicked with the | ¢
while he abused M&r She slammed her boot into
his stomach, knocking him backward.

Samuel tripped and fell on top the chair Mark
was bound to.

Mark used what was left of his body strength to
shove onto his feet. He slammed his weight against
the chair, impaling the screamgirman against the
wall.

fiLong live Adrianb Mark shoved the chair the
rest of the way, killing the Warden.

The two soldiers scrambled into the hatch
theyd6dd opened during the
closing thesteeldoor.

Alexa kicked the bottom of her chawith her
unbound boot, snapping the brittle wood. She heard
Mark doing the same as her chair tilted and fell over.

Alexa landed on her shoulder, bringing fresh
blood, but she was able to get her other leg free.
Now loose, the rope around her stomach vetattk
and let her shimmy free of the restraints. The hands
that were bound behind her came underneath her
legs, then out front. As she stood, Mark was there to
slice her bonds with the knife he had just taken from
Samueis boot.

Mark immediately flipped t& blade around so
thatshe could take the handle. He didnant her to
think he was a threat.

Alexa took the knife, busheonly turned it over
and placed the hilback into his large, calloused
hand.fl usually give my new guys a gun firgt.



Mark smiledat her as he stuck the knifa@arhis
waistbandfil like big oneso

Alexa snickered as she turned toward the exit.
fiDond we alld

fAStop right therad

Mark moved in front of Alexa at the shout from
the hallway.

AStand down. o Al exa | aug
in her shoulderiiThose two are mine.She moved
through the hallway in front of Mark, wanting her
crew to know she wasnodét a

Mar k stayed on Alexads h
with the men on her team. If they were with her, he
was positive they deserved to be. He hoped they
would be openminded about his background. Alexa
had said he would be atoning for the past, so her
othermenwere pr obably doing the
spare a thought to what she might want him to do
during their time together

AFi fteen second relte®n of
hall was littered withstashescovered in years of
dust. The Warden had bearhoarder.

Daniel and Edward rifled lightly as they moved
by the stashes, taking supplies they needed.

Twenty seconds latelEdward and Daniel fell in
behind the new man, both noting details.

Mark was large though hé& been starved.
Taller than Daniel, halmost matched Edward in
height. He was wider than both of them put together,
with long arms they could imagine wrapping around
someoné neck to snap it with little effort. His



prison pants flowed awkwardly over spindly legs,
but his bare feet were langéhan Edward ,swho
wore a 12 wide. When Mark was back on a steady
diet, he would be a huge asset in any figlhte fact
that he had a weapon in his belt and Alexa was
willing to turn her back to him said she already
trusted him.

His polite nod, then attgion to duty over their
boss also scored points. Nothing else about him
spoke good. He was scruffy and tattooed, with old
scars that would have killed normal men. His
twitching fingers implied chemical abuse and the
need for violent behavior. Edward kegting with
his mental evaluations, waving Daniel to theag
position. Distractions were dangerous, but he
couldrid help it. If Alexawaswrong, even in his
weakened condition, the man in front of them would
be hard to stop.

Alexa squeezed into the reartbt elevator and
gave a lifted brow. Because of Mésksize and the
narrow elevator, all themmenwould have to turtheir
backs to someone to fit. She had noticed the
positions on the way down with the soldiers and
thought it would be a good first bondingpment for
her new crew. Since they now numbered four, she
could officially use that title to herself without
feeling | i ke a fraud. Bef c
companions. Now, they were a small team.

Edward stepped into the elevator and placed his
backto Alexa.



She shifted them sthat he was standing with
his hip to the elevator buttons, giving him an
honored position. He would control where they
went.

Mark placed his back to Edward, then motioned
toDanieliYou 6r e safe. Your hair
for meo

Everyone laughed as Daniel flusheahd
crammed into the elevator with them.

Edward pushed the button to take th@mo the
ground floor, then looked to Alexa as best he could
for orders. He expected resistance.

fiFirst one outanclear the patld.Alexa shifted
against Edward, drawing a low groan from him as
she withdrew the spare ammo she always carried for
all their weaponsand passed it oufiNext time,
dond go through it so fasi.

Daniel grinned, reloading with smooth
movements.

Mark nodded inapproval. iThaits what &m
talking aboutd

The elevator slid open.

Daniel hurried out with a gun in one hand and
knife in the other. He was adept on both weapons,
with both hands. He was the only member of
Al exabdbs crew who could boa

No one movd in the bloody lobby. A small
squad of soldiers stood near the cubicles with their
hands up. They wengdwilling to risk their lives
any further.



fiThe front gate is unlockedlThe squad leader
didnd@ move as he spoke to Daniglust gao

Alexa pushed on Edward.

Edward pushed on Mark.

Mark took a flank position on Daniel, waiting
for Alexa to walk by them so he could move into
drag. He didd@ know what fighting formation she
preferred, but until she told him differently, he
planned to use the trang that had allowed him to
get a lifetime residency ithis underground slam.

Alexa moved straight for the exit, not looking at
any of the surviving soldiers. She had little doubt
she would see them again at some point, but for
now, there would be moreedth and destruction
here that she didhneed to be directly responsible
for. Her men had certainly added to the mess. This
lobby held cooling bodies and puddles of blood that
she hadndét created.

Alexa stopped near one of the soldiers, eyeing
hi s f3e eni.dei?lo

The man gave a shaky nod, frowning.

ALet s have t hem. Cal | i
your | ives. O

The boots were in her hands in seconds.

Al exa passed them to Mar k
the next item | give newnembers of my crew o

Mark snickered, pausing to slide them onto his
cold feet. She was already caring for his needs. It
was amazing. When she added a large shirt from her
cloak pocket, Mar k 6s happ
clothes and a weapon. He felt rich.



Alexa led her crew into theftarnoon air, able
to feel violence rising. The Warden was dead. Men
were about to get immediate promotions, some at
knife point. The few who survived would remember
she had triggered it all. If their livegt better, they
may not give chase. For thoseabst promotions,
limbs, or friends,the hatred would encourage them
to volunteer forany search missionga new boss
decided to send. There was also the big bunker to
consider. Eventually, someone would be sent from
there to gather information from thizdation. They
would watch the tapes, hear Safe Haven, and know
her quest was progressing. The months ahead would
see more encounters with soldiers as a result of this
dayodos adventure.

Mark stepped out of formation as theyited
into the tiny courtyard amand the entrance to the
slam. He had felt the sun or had fresh air in years.
He shut his eyes, lifting tired arms toward the sky.
AThank youo

Alexa kept walking, but she denied Edward
when he would have reprimanded the new man.
Mark had earned a momeat enjoying freedom.
Though, he would pay for it.

Movement came from all directions, lumbering
and staggering toward them over the rocky ground.
Dead bodies growled.

Alexa had assumed there would be walking
dead around the entrance when they came out, but
she wasd prepared for the two hounds. She
stopped, staring in confused anger.



The animals stood waist high and were as wide
as Mark. Bloodred eyes narrowed onto Alexa with
ball-chilling intensity.

AWhat the hell is that®!Daniel didrit like dogs
anyway but these were monsters.

Edward drew on his courage, hoping his talent
with animals would work on the genetically
modified mutts. He began to murmur an ancient
incantation that had served his kind well throughout
the centuries.

Next to Edward, Mark slowldrew his knife.

Sensing time running out, Alexa fired her gun
in the air twice, using the last two bullets in the
magazine to draw attention. The warden liadad
time to disarm her, only to bind her before she
woke.

Edward froze, spotting two zombien his left.

Mark scowled in the opposite directioitAnd
what the hell are thosey!

fiWalking dead Edward put them baeto-
back.iJust like in the movies, man. Diiget ben

Zombies rushed toward them from both
directions, drawn by gunshots and the Bwiefear.

Mark prepared to throw his knife as they
lumbered closer, disgusted and not entirely sure he
wasrd still in a drug inducedcoma. The hounds
were hard enough to believe, but zombies were
almost too much to accept.

Edward understoodnow Mark felt, but there
wasnot time to comfort hi s
dogs also turned toward them.



A dn still in there, right®

Edward was horrified by the questigiNo! The
gates have started to break. Something about the
fabric between dimension&overnmerg helped it
along and we got this crazy shit.

AWhat ?2! 0

AYou are awake. Al exa re
searching for Safe Haven.

Mark threw his knife at the hound about to reach
him. The blade plunged in

Blood poured ashe dog yelped and stopped to
paw at the injury.

The other hound kept coming.

Edward spun themaround firing. He chose to
follow Markds lead and also hit the eye.

Now disabled, the dogs snhapped and lunged at
the nearest movement, pawing and whimpering
beween snarls.

Alexa got hemenout of the damage zone as the
dogos l i mi ted visiohme kept
zombiesthat had beenrawn by her gunshatAs
she and her crew disappeared into the cover of trees,
she pulled a small box out of her cloak. Shedeai
it to Mark.

Mark opened it to find a gun belt, two loaded
magaazines, a holsterand a Colt .45. He quickly put
it all on, then handed the btvack

Edward slapped the man on the shoulder in
welcome as he took the middle position.

Daniel did the same, leaviridark to take drag.



Mark had no problem with it. He was out of hell.
For the moment, that was more than enough to keep
him smiling.

2

ACan | take five?0 Mark
but he had to ask. The creek was a branchheff
river that kept the reservoir fullbout unlike its
stagnantparent, this onavas runningclear at a
steady pace. The faint ripples accented the sound of
insects around the few trees lining both sides of the
bank. It was perfect for a bath.

Alexa motion e d . ASet camp. We (
come daylight. o Theyodéd onl
from the prison, but she and Mark were weakening.

Edward got the two men busy with the normal
chores, glad of the order.
stand the smell of himself. Heddin 6t mi nd t he
of blood when he was spilling it, but wearing it was
where he drew the line. After tt@&nvict finished,
hewould have a diptoo.

Alexa did a fast round of the area to be sure it
was okay to camp for the night. Finding nothing
they coutl n 6 t handl e I f It walt
firelight, she joined Mark at the side of the creek.
Hedod already taken off his

Mark laughed abedove in with his pants on. It
was amazing after being in a cage.

Alexa began to disrobe.



Edward led @niel a short distance away to
provide privacy. He remembered his own welcome
to Alexabs army and found
knew how to make a man feel wanted.

Dani el di dnot know what
d i daaréunless it was trouble. He was highrfro
Wi nning another battl e wi
spilled more blood since joining her than éer
hadafterthe war.

Alexa kept removing clothes.

Mark tried not to stare at her but failed.

Alexa waded into the water ijust her shirt,
shivering.lt was very cold.

Mark froze as she neared
what the rules were on intimacy, but he was glad the
water reached to his waist.

Al exa stopped in front of
Mar k snorted. AWI th thiec
youobll betddsappo

Alexa slid into his arms, pressing her warm

body tight.

Mark claimed her lips without more hesitation.
When a woman invaded his space, he took her offer.
That would always be his reaction.

She retreated, testing his control.

Mark let her go, bodyight. His heart pounded,
but his mind was functioning at top speed. He eased
deepeinto the cold, clear water and began washing
with sand from the bottom.

Alexa did the same, gaze burning into his.



Mark realized she wantelemcleared upfirst.
He stayedhard the entire time he scrubbed.

Alexa finished first. She let her hands roam her
body while he leered. It was erotic for both of them.

Mar k finished but di dnot
had to be sure she was willing. He was a killer, not
a rapist.

Alexawaded to the shore and knelt on her cloak.
She peered over her shoulder to find Mark running
through the water with heavy splashes to reach her.
She braced for a moment of pain.

Mark stopped himself from hurting her, but not
from taking what she was offeg. He pushed in
gently and was rewarded by a sound he would crave
from every woman after this. She moaned.

He immediately began trying to draw the noise
from her again.

Delighted, Alexa allowed herself to relax and
achieve pleasure with her new man. Asyth
climaxed, she drew hard, pulling energy that lit her
up . Mar k was already mor e

3
AShoul d we feel |jeal ous?«
Camped next to the trees lining the creek, the
circle held two empty places. The small fire crackle
gently as darkness thmver the land.
Edward shrugged adbdeifoss t |
shedd promised fidelity. S



Soot hed, Dani el Dowét ed
know how he survived. &ars withoupussymight
have killed me. o

Chuckles came from Edward. It also echoed
from Mark and Alexaas they returned

AAl most did. o Mamr k noddec

Alexa settled next to Daniel. She took the mug
of coffeg but waved her bowl of stew toward Mark.
ALater for me. He gets dou
ten days, every meal . o

Edward gavéMark an approving nod. When she
was satisfied, Alexa only wanted a smoke and a hot
drink. A Ni ce wor k. o

Mark blushed.

Daniel laughed as he handbthrk both bowls
of food.

Alexa took a pouch from her cloak and began
rolling two smokes.

Two?Edward stared d¥lark. The starvednan
had done more than just satisfy her. She was in a
great mood.

Mark took a bite and found he was ravenous.
The first bowl was gone in less than two minutes.

Edward poured the man a cup of coffee to
hopefully jumpstart the digese process and
prevent him from throwing it all right back up.

Mark groaned at his first sip of the hot, bitter
brew.iPerfecto

Alexa silently agreed. The strength of their
group would be doubled as soon as Mark recovered
his health. Alexa passdabth smokes to her men



and shut her eyes. A few seconds later, she was
asleep.

Daniel eased her down, covering her with part
of his cloak. Alexa was the very definition of
highspeed, low drag.

Edward inhaled, then stubbed out one of the
cigarettes. He added it to hisyrh. Alexa could use
that when her supply ran low. She was teaching
them to stretch their food and water in new ways,
but tobacco was a luxutiathe wanted her to have
laterbecause she enjoyed it

Around them, insects avoided the smoke from
theirsmall fire buttheybuzzed overtop it in frantic
swoops. The trees shook in protest of human
presence, raining occasional leaf storms on their
shoulders. It was peaceful fafterworld.

fiSo, whafs next®

Edward poi nt e diFodotvevary e x a 0 ¢
order she gives, even when you disagree.

Mark picked up thesecondbowl! despite his
cramping stomach.

Pleased, Edward gave him the badiw¥e share
everything. We never leave a man behind.G&e
your brothersiow. If you have a problem, talk to us
first. Dond nag her with petty stufi.Edward waved
Daniel to finish it, testing th& ker 6 s me mor y
the recent lessons he had received.

Daniel exhalediiDond wait for her to ask for
energy, because she whbrOffer it respectfully and
try to stay distant while @& happening. She i@n
here for you to love or lust over. Yo® here to die



for her if needed. Nothing will be allowed to
interfere with the quest.
Mark swallowed, noddediSounds good after
the lastburyearHe met Ed wWaa uwdrse ey
the XOD
fiNot officially.0
Daniel frowned at Edward.
call to know. Yes, heo6s th
Edward tried not to feel too much pride.
Mark let out a loud belcHiwhere do you want
me for the night?dn good on any duty for a few
hours, then dl have to recharge.Mar k di dno
understand why his health was healing so rapidly,
but he wasndét foolish enou
Edward pointed at his bedrafiSleep first. Duty
at dawno
Mark frowned.iilGm fine o
fiNo, youre noto Daniel gave him a hard tone.
fiWe have enough trouble with zombies. We d@on
need you turning into one. You already look the
parto
Mark laughed. He scooped up the last bite and
washed it down the last drink of coffeBGood
night.o He laydownright where he waand shut his
eyes
Edward rolled his.
Daniel snickered. Mark was definitely one of
them.



Captain Russell Donner, US Army, moved to
the tree line to observe the slaughter outside the
prison. Flies buzzed around the bodies at his feet.
AShe waglefinitely hereo

Russell counted ten survivors at the gate. They
were carrying heavy kitandwearingwinter gear.
fiHeaded north, to the big bunker.

Russell stayed where he was. There was no
point in alerting them to his presenciTheir
injuries will only slow me dowrd

Russell examined the cloudy sky and chose to
stay on the hunt that had already takeonths. He
wasrd afraid of rain. He retreated from the trees,
ready for trouble if it camdéiUndead, monsters, hell
hounds. We got it all her@Russell laughed silently
at himself. He talked aloud on every run. He only
went quiet when angered or springia trapfiCand
usemosttraps on this prey. She can smebit.

Russell increased his pace. He smoothed red
curls back whenthe wind blew them ito his eyes.

He ignored the shower of grit that sprayed across his
legs. All environments were hostileow. He had
long since adapted to the conditions, but he had
refused to cut his hair. It was his only connection to
the old world.

Screams echoed from the prison yard. He
listened without pausing.

fUndead showed upThe hunter kept walking
even though he wasade enough to help and more
t han skill ed wi t h hi's

We c



hounds heard their voices and remembered an
abuse. 0

Russell had no loyalties to his fellow soldiers.
He had one target. That was all he cared about.
fiMitchels are all a plague upon the earth. My life
goal is to kill them all, but if I can only have one,
Adri andéds daughter wil| sat
for breaking up our team, ruining my careand
impregnating my wife



ChapterFive
For Your Lives

1

Alexa woke with the dawn. She felt a warm

body curled around her and identified him by the
smel | . Daniel s cloak reek
cooked last night. It was nice.

Her mood sank as she felt danger coming. The
need to survive, for her men to survive, flooded her
with adrenalineiUp! For your livesb Alexa tried
to get untangled. She grabbed Dadselrist,
sinking in sharp fingernailsi Up ! ©

fiHey!0 Daniel registered the panic as soon as he
looked at herfiGet upb He began shouting and
kicking the other guys as he grabbed gear.

Al exads h 8Medneed ia | ldcagiah.
Listen!o

Crackk Thunder roll edé Light
Crack! Crack!

Thecreek sounded angrier than it had upon their
arrival. The buzzing of insects was also louder,
though Mark was@i sure what that meant. The
sound of liquid was impossible to mistake, Igut
w a s nodning from the creek. It echoed from the
opposite directioi the dam set to the other side of
the cliff shared by the prison. Alexa was glad the



prison wouldndét survive.
deserved to be flooded and abandoned.

fiThereb Edward pointed the hand that d@n
hold his gun.

Alexa took off running in the opposite direction.
fiFor your lives, and mine, rui!

The men did, leaving everything.

Alexa led them onto the main road, searching
for higher ground.

Above them, the sky opened to send driving
rain.

To their right, a small pack of walking dead
pausedgreyskulls turning in their direction.

To the left, a patrol of soldiers dids well
wearing the same surprise as the zombies. The
soldiers looked like they had fled the slam in a
hurry.

Crack!

The dam gave way. Half a million gallons of
murky water rushed over the parched land, taking
multiple paths toward them.

Alexa ran for the only high ground in sight,
trying to reach the summit before the water
swallowed them.

The soldiers chased them, uncariog the
danger rushing their way.

Alexa sped up the winding rogbutshewa s n 0 t
fast enough. The water flooded her feet, then her
ankles.

Another wave thundered across the ground and
swept Alexa off her feet. Knee high, the current was



impossible to fightShe was dragged back down the
hill toward the men. Debris hit her, forcing her
under the water.

The soldiers and fighters were swept up in the
water. Too chaotic for gunshots, the men resorted to
hand combat with each other and the smelly liquid.

Mark hdd a thin soldier under the water,
scanning for Alexa as the man struggled in vain.
AWhere is she?!0

Edward ducked a punch and lunged forward. He
grabbed the attacking soldier by the throat,
squeezing. The Adamodéos appl
panicked fingersil dondét see her!o

Rain beat on them, blowing in their eyes to
further obscure their vision.

Daniel gasped as he wrenched his head above
the hiphigh water. He plunged his knife into the
stomach of the soldier trying to drown him.

The man staggered backdawas pulled down
by rushing water. He went under with his mouth
open in agony.

Daniel felt something brush his arm. He
I nstinctively grabbed it.
above the water and tried to determine if she was
alive.

AHIi gher gr ouncedandjiEgedar d
toward Daniel. AUp the roa

Sensing trouble, Mark spun around. A chunk of
debris flying through the storm hit him in the face.

He went under, swallowing a lungful of water.



Edward switched directions. He dove under the
waist highwater, usng his hands to clear a path.
Debris rose, filling the churning water with more

danger.
Daniel lurched forward as something hit his
knees. He kept his hold on

knife. It dropped into the water.

ABehind you! o6 Edwsagund cou
in time to help. He observed helplessly as the soldier
grabbed Daniel and dragged him backward.

Al exa slipped from Dani el
get loose of the arm around his neck.

Danielgrabbed his other knife amdisted in the
bi g ma nidesslicegl this guts open. Bloody
screams echoed, pattering into the water.

Dani el shoved free and ¢
dondét see her!o

Edward was under the water, retrieving Mark.

He grabbed the manos arm
surface. Something hard smacked &im, but he
gained his feet. He put h i
and felt him breathing. Any injuries would have to

wait. Edward swung thenanover his shoulder.

Al candt find her! o Dani €
searching the water where
find her!o

Edward joined Daniel, glad the water had
stopped rising, but there was darkness in his heart.
Alexa was gone. The current had pulled her away.



nGet on that roof!o Edw
toward the house when the drencHaéd#er only
staredathimi We can see from t hej]
Daniel lumbered toward the house. He was on
the roof in seconds, scanning intently for any sign
of their boss.
Edward had to settle for leaning against the
house and letting the porch rail guard him from
| arge debr ie Marktbetotbeagooflbg n 6t
himself, but he still scanned as deeply as Daniel was
doing above himShe canao.tlrefosetogone
accept that!

2

Alexa coughed out water, lungs and shoulder
burning. She gasped in air, pulling away from the
soldierslapping her on the back.

AThat 6s good. Deep breat!|

Alexa did, already flying through her options.

She felt for her gun.

AYou | ost that to the wat
grinned at her with missing teeth and rotting gums.
AYour | i fteo, meaw owe

Alexa clutched her knife, coughing between
breat hs. AWhat...do you wa

The soldier grabbed her arm to help as she tried
to stand. AYou, of course.

Alexa lunged at him, knife going to his throat.

Gunner didnot Dblink or f|
AYoudre one of them Safe F



follow their code. You car
l i fe. o

Alexa coughed up another wad of water and
phlegm, aiming for his boots.

Gunner 6s grin faded a bi

searching f or dimgthem. TBdsee 6 d b
guys werenodot sl aves, which
from Safe Haven, but I f h €

would die here.

Alexa put her knife away and retreated.

Gunner remembered how to breathe. He refused
to underestimate her because she wasoman.
Some of his worst fights since the war had b&gin
females who wanted to enslave him.

Alexa scanned, but found only muddy ground
around thick, dying trees.

AThey all made it. o Gunn
worried over her crdwotATh
look so good last time | saw them. He was over

someoned6s shoulder, drippi
Alexa breathed a sigh of relief. Dripping blood
meant he was alive or her

carrying him. Alexa didnot
the injured man wasShe faced her new owner.
AHow | ong?o

Gunner | aughed. ANot for
Youol | hel p get me a great
t hat 1 sndét my concern. o

Al exa didndot want to agr
he truth. I f he haead.6t r e
Tell them I 6m a magic use

o1 S



Gunner burst out l aughin
worth more than sex! o

Al't al so means 106l know
gave him a single warning.
Gunner shrugged, pointi ng

t hen keep g beelsanthewayvhdn f i nd
we get rolling, you can handle that slug in your
shoulder 0o

Alexa started walking. With the soldier hiding
their tracks, she coul dnot
her men. She would have to hope one of them read
the subtle clues. If notshe would be sold to a
trafficker as a magic user. The most common fate of
someone in that position was food &reake party.

3

fiWe need to get to higher ground and make
camp. Or die out in the opén.

Daniel ignoredeEdward Tracking through the
muddy area was hard on all three men. It made a lot
of noiseandcreated a mess they diilhave time to
clean up It left a clear trail to where they went. The
thick goophadreached all the way to windows in
the next town over.

Mark, face black and purpl@&ndcrusted with
dried bl ood, nodded hat Edw
continued to search through thkeeedeep muck
theyod been wading througt
time they found a body, blood pressure rose and



hearts pounded inéra d . So dnlgfound t hey
soldiers and undead who tried to bite them.

Daniel continued to search the debris, slinging
things out of his way. He was the last one to have
contact with Alexa, to have her in his arms. The
guilt was keeping him moving everwhen
exhaustion insistethathe needed rest.

When Edward and Mark turned toward a hill,
Danielslowly followed.

Edward took them halfway up the hill, then
moved to the thick trees to pick a place to camp. His
body ached as he walked, but the pain inh&art
was worse.

The site he chose was free of mud, but not
moisture. Everything was damp now. Even the stiff
wind coul dnot make a dent .
sunlight before all this water evaporated.

Mark stayed halfway between the two men,
keeping an ey on Daniel, who was taking their
situation hardst Mark expected him to go back to
the search at any point.

ilt |l ooks fl at eoBdwghdaeser
gaze narrowed in on something shiny in the mud.
He hurried over to collect Alexa gun.fiOver heré
| found somethingd

The others joined him, all picking out the indent
of a slender body that had been next to the gun.

Edward pointediiThe blood hasi dried yeto

They began to search the area.

fiTheréds a boot printh Daniel pointed.
fiMilitary issueb



Anger began to grow.

Exhausted, the crew spread out through the
woods to search for more prints. If Alexa was
bleeding, she wagndead. That meant there was
hope.

4

The fighters continued to track the heavy
footprints as the sun sank in the sky. It veask
when Edward finally called a halfiThe tracks
changed to tires. He went mobdeThey had
noticed theoot printlightening a couple hours ago
and were all hoping it meant Alexa was walking on
her own. That was impossible to tell for sure
because thehadri found a footprint matching her
size yet. She was light on her feet, even when she
Sshoul dndét be.

The others came over to examine the tire prints.

fiTheyde fresho Mark sat on a piece of debris
he hoped would hold his weighiités not dry
enough for them to blow away or fade out. We
should camp here, start fresh at dawn.

AAgreed. 0 Edward nodded.
him that.

fiWe need to keep going. SBecounting orus
to find hero Daniel didrit want to eat or sleep. He
wasrd sure he could do either until they were
reunited with the boss.

Edward waved a handiGo on if you have to.
Mark and I will catch um



Mark began setting a small camp with the items
t hey bedn gsecdavi rom t he debri s.
bedrolls, but they had looted enough canteens and
supply packs to make a meal.

Edward went to the edge of the perimeter to
stand watch.

Daniel was torn. In the end, he decided to stay
with his group. Alexa would havesistedon them
staying together

AnHow ar e we set on a mmu
wanted to go over the main checklist like Alexa
would have.

Daniel grunted, pain slapping at hi8he was in
my arms!

AFully | oaded, with thre
looked atDaniel.
Daniel shrugged. Al om f ul

counting. O

Edwar d di dndt Bikee.pHei mand
understood the guilt, thou
had been the last man to have Alexa in his arms and
hedd | et her slip ghnmy. Hi
Little else would get through. Still, Edward felt he
had to try. Al wa Hedhadh a v e

you around the neck. Tough
Daniel grunted agajiouthec oul dnét acce
pass. He tossed the pack h

feet,then scaled a nearby tree to keep scanning. It
was his faulthat Alexa had been taken. He needed
to be the first one she saw during the rescue.



Als he always | ike this?
know his team.

ARnWe both are over the bo:
apointed gl anc¢teao,i Yaofut ewi |
bonded with her. o

Mark thought of their moment in the creek. His

heart stil]l hadndot settl ed
bot hering me now. | 6m | ust
girl about it wetdondMarkias
soon, that wil/ probably c

Edward thought Alexa would be pleased by
how fast Mark was becoming like them. His own
sadness threatened to snap his control. To prevent
it, Edward did his job. AW
afewhours |1 want to be moving

ASounds good. o Mark dug
pack. fAHe has good finds h
pot and two beaten metal ¢
had just hit thé?X. Coffee, powdered milk, peanut
butter... Omaybehdoot ed t he War deno

Edward listened, but his mind stayed on Alexa.
He di dnot know what she mi
right now. That bothered him.

AYou want me to throw so
meal ?0

nRnSave the real me a | for
Shédlheed it i f sheds been
it had happened duringar k 6 s. relsew ehadn
been facing the stairs when the shooting began, so
he wasnodét certain.



Mark got to work on a fast soujdvhen we get
her back, | 61 | coolkana me al
make cookies over a fire...?

Edward was glad for Mark being dependable so
far. He was too scattered to concentrate on

politeness or bonding. Dan
reach him and sink in should have stayed closer

to her . Af ¢verbe moteihan,fivedieetd | |

away, no matter whatoés goi

This will change everything.

5
Daniel registered the change in sound first. The
engine wasnot | oAfterworldbut i n

it stood out.

Dani el t 0 s s adaollectadefor this | ¢ k s
moment, waking Edward.

Edward looked up to find Daniel waving at him.

He shoved Markds | eg as h
gear.

Mar k peered up, but he d
hand gestures. He did notice the men were near
frantic.

Daniel sld down the tree, scattering leaves and
smaller limbs. He had to gain splinters from it.

Edward tossed his gear into pockets without
sorting it as hedéd done d
together.

AA vehicle. 0 Edward Kkick
AWe werthahowerthought. o



Mar k hurried, heart t humj
sleeping on the ground instead of in the tree. He had
been surprised when Edward chose to do the same.

He assumed the man was trying to make sure they
stayed together, but Mark had no intentiof

leaving. He needed their help and he liked the
company. Hedd sl ept on t he
on a hard table in the slam were too similar to the

hard tree branch he would have had to tie himself to
sothathe di dndot f al |l whintl e s
he would tell his traveling companions, but now
wasnot the ti me.

The engine echoed louder.

The men moved faster, trying to erase signs of
their presence.

Altds <cl oser now, coming
stared at Edward with fear on hisunshavemc e . Al t
mi ght not be her. o

Edward had already considered that.

Mark went for a more optimistic choice.

A May bseheri tsearching for us. (

Daniel blinked. Then he turned toward the road.

There was a cabin in the distarntbathe assumed
belong to the dver of the engine nearing their
position. Small and decrepit, the cabin appeared to
be falling apart, but deep tire tracks in front implied
regular use. The broken windows and garbage
strewn around the yard were a good cover to those
who didréd know theywere being set up.

Edward foll owed, cCrossin
off the list. If Alexa escaped, she would wait right



there for them to catch urg
rule yet and Daniel had forgotten it in his guilty fear.

AStraight down.ay hdpimgvar d
Daniel controlled himself until Alexa was out of the
line of fire.

Mark brought up the reaalsoready to killon
command

Daniel stalked between them, seething. He
spotted a single person in t&&JV and identified
the uniform of a soldier. Heroke into a run, staying
behind the cover of the hillside.

Edward sighedbut took off running too. So
much forstayingcalm.

Mark sucked air into healing lungs and ran
faster over the grassy ground.

Gunner steppedut with a large bag, trunk
rising. Hekicked the door shut. THeUV backfired
and clanged as it finally shut off.

Gunner brought the bags from the front seat to
the trunk and removed a small dolly. It had been in
the trunk when he found theehicle

The wind shifted. Gunner felt death sneagkimp
on him.Someone followed me from the markés!
spun around while pulling his rusty gun.

AYoudl !l only get one of
smile that revealed his anger. He struggled to sound
furious and not out of breath from the run
ACooper aghet. nHoet nkii ' I you. O

Gunner 6s shifty eyes wen
among the trio pointing guns and hostil#yhim



ANot me . Hi m. o Mar k bot
AThat 6s Dani el . Hedod |1 ke
recent stroke of | uck you

Daniel had a gun in one hand, a knife in the
other, and the evilest leer Gunner had ever seen on
a person.

Death inched c¢closer with
guestions. 0

Gunne r  w a slb withdbig Zrtng, but he was
instantlyscared of Daniel.

Edward waited for aesponse, hoping Daniel
controlled himself for a few more minutes.

Gunner slowly | owered hi :
morning. o0 |t was cl ear h
precious, not just valuable. The amount of supplies
hedd received had wmatoned h
stay here anyway. Now, he was going to pay for that
mistake.

Edward holstered and withdrew a map, glad he
kept his important items in the pouch around his

neck. He hadnot | ost It i
where. o

Gunner darted a qudck | c
t hen?b9d

Edwar d shrugged. nHe I
Puni shment wi || depend on
AWhat kind of questions?
Daniel | unged forward, ey
her i n any way? We saw the

Gunner f 1 i nc heareadyghbto ! Sh
when | found her. o



AHow did you get her to
Drug her ?0

Gunner winced. A | used t
Havenzealotsagainst her. She went to the market
willingly!o

Daniel was almost disappointed. He wanted a
reason to kill her abductor in terrible ways.

Edward held wup the map.
pl ease. 0 Heedbhisiowe hegd tcchorh t r o |
the man.

Mark scanned their surroundings to be sure they
were alone. Finding nothing, he switched his
attention to the stack of supplies at the trunk and
then thesmall,dust layeredhack.

There was@ much around Gunnér house. In
the far distanceMark could seea sign implying
civilization. All other directions were empty except
for a gray skyline with dead tree limbs. Gunner had
a decent setup here, but it svebo undefended. It
I mplied he didndét spend ma
army that owned him.

AThere. o0 Gunner braced f
with the map walked away.

Mar k patted Daniel s sho
Edward. fAMake it quick. o

Mark heard Gunnedraw in a breath to beg. It
was cut off by a gurgling noise. Mark noted a lack
of struggle. He gave Daniel points for agility and
knife skills. Gunner was taller than Daniel, but the
Biker had slit his throat from the rear. It was
impressive.



6
Daniel tossed the supplies into the trunk. He
slammed it shut, then got into the driver seat. He
moved theSUV behind the small shack and rejoined
the men who were guarding the area. If there was an
opportunity, they would return for the supplies.
Edward dowed him t he ptl ace
intersects two towns a nalbseitotadig city. Has
to be a regular mar ket . o
How | ong?o
Two hours on foot. o
We coul dhedlsack e hi s
Edward shook his head. A
already. Plus, anyone who saw hieave with all

o0 3Ot 3N

those supplies wildl be wat
Daniel did a slow scan in every direction but
found nothing. AWhere are

Edward shrugged. ACl ose
animal side, but far enough to avoid your ears. A
mi |l e?0

Dani el nlidet ydekdow wifieh I6catch
t hem. 0O

i Good. We 6 | | use the new
stop for a meal out in the
Mar k chuckl ed. AfPerfect . «
Edward frowned at hi m. q

il sndt a game. 0



Mar k shook his head, | a u ¢
mistake ny enjoyment for recklessness. | like being
alive. o

AFair enough. 0 Edward mc
APoint man. o

Daniel led them north, eager to reach the slave
market. He hated those places anyway. Now he had
the reason he needed to kill them all.

Mark keptpace with Edward for
he okay?0o0

Edward bl ew out a deep
normally come from her, so keep that in mind if |
dondt say it right. o

Mar k waited, eager for mc
wisdom.
nWedre killers. Welofc an b

anger or hatred that can only be satisfied with blood.

Daniel reached that point when her body slipped out

of his hands. He chose to live, to fight. It may have

cost her life. Only she can appease that in him. If

sheds G@Goudr tf oorrbi d] neden del ed,

satisfied. Heoll have to b
Mar k hadnot been expect.i

made sense to him. He dropped to@mag position

and concentrated ofnding their watchers before

Daniel did. He didndot want



ChapterSix

On Your Call

1

Two hours went by with no signs of anyone

trailing them, but everyone felt it. Daniel and Mark
were still searching for a clue, but Edward had
already determined the people were a threat or they
would have made contact by now. He wapecting
an attack once they found
of any ot her reason the
attacked in one of the nar
traversed.
Daniel slowed as the intersection on the map
appeared in the dusty distance, lettihg thers
reach him. They each took a side, indicating he was
in charge for this encounter.
Daniel would have been proud of the choice, but
anger was the only emotion he had roomright
NOW. AStrai ght ,kwt tfhien d | a vlee
Edward noddé hi s approval of
what Alexa would have done.
ARnAre we trading or taking
di dndot care which one Dani
Al ol | |l et you know after
hardass, weoll try to trad



Mark was impessedhatDaniel had considered
conservation through his rage. Waves of hot anger
were flowing thickly from the tannelliker.

Mar k could al most taste
thoughts. He found it comforting.

Edward gave a low whistle.

Daniel automatically reached into his cloak for

his other hat, gl ad of Al
being kept on when they slept. Thanks to how wide
they wer e, hedd been abl e

Angui sh went t hr owagtiher Dani e
back! Now!

Edward handed Mark a hat
she outfits you. o

Mark put the armored hat on, thinking one of
those cloaks would be great. He loved the
impression they created.

ATheyol | know youdre new
the pace a bit, making therook like men on a
serious gquest who didnot
demons or rush toward them in a frantic mindset.
AFoll ow Edwardoés | ead. He 6
be okay. o

AAny codes or anything |
we find the boss?0

Both men liked it that Md& assumed they
would find her alive. Edward shook his head when
Dani el di dnot answer . n We
enough yet to teach. Use body language and
Il nnuendo, or just shoot wh



AThat 6s the one. o0 Mark p
hip. fl 0m ddernitfelre wiftor f ut

ANoted. 0 Edward moved hi
holster for easier access as he spotted movement.
ADonot forget about our w
clear . o

Mark spun aroundwvalking backward while he
did a scan.

The movement wasmooth enough to give
Edward hopeghatthe manwould be an asset in the
coming situation. He acted as if he had professional
trainingWhen this i s aEdwardver,
fell into silent killer mode as they reached the edge
of the road leading tthe market. There were only a
dozen grizzled slavers in sight, but they were all
armed. All races were represented, gt one
genderandit wasno6t mafémaleslaviehi s w
market.

Three sets of balls curled up. Spines of steel
came out in their plce. Male slavery was common
now thatmaleswere a small percentage of the
population. Men still did the most killing, but
female encounters were more likely to end in death.
Some women were determined to see all males in
chains orburied and these werén¢ worst of that
lot.

A Men. O

AAl one! 0O

The slavers outside the closed market were
stocky, musclebound women who were used to
fighting to get what they wanted or needed. The



only one who didd work hard was the protected
woman sitting at a low table whileaning against
pillows. Next to her, a much taller twin stood with
her arms crossed over an ample bosom. Her clothes
were a quality lower than the leader. Everyone else
wore jeans and tank tops. Mark noticed only the
leader had jewelry. All the rest weraipted instead,
wearing various designs that he assumed denoted
their rank in the clan. If not for the differences in
skin tone, they could have all been related with that
dark hair, those dark eyes, and thin lips stretched
with ugly leers.

AFree men! o

n Ame d me n , | adi es. o Zel d
guards to move so she could get a better view.
fiThose are someoneods pet s r o
nei ghborhood. Be careful . o

Georgia, the taller twin, uncrossed her arms to
be able to reach her gun easier.

ASt and down heordéreadaidshtheg a v e
wishes of most of her women, but it was the wisest
choice. She recognized walking death when she saw
it.

ALook at those arms! o

AFor get oolke aar msh.osle hi ps

Crude laughter spilled from the slavers.

Zelda scanned the three manshing she could
change her decision. The guys were healthier than
she seen in years. Breeders were worth double cash,
but they hada had abirth in a year. To get a better
trade, she made use of them over the winter and



sometimes got a pregnancy to shfor it. They at
least had entertainment when the snow was- four
foot deep and the only things moving were
nightmares plowing through drifts. These three
would have made the cold season tolerable and
Il ncreased their fortunes.

Georgia glane d a't her sister i
three payments walking in without an owner. | say
we take them hard and f as
keep them this time. o0

Zel da snorted. AGo on th
to our mother. o

Georgia blanchedh YouYouobr
Kknow?o

Al 6ve kept you alive for
get yourself Kkilled, but d
have troubl e. 0

Georgia stomped away from her sister dmel
tempting trio of fresh meat. She circled around to
provide a flank position inase Zelda changed her
mind.

Zelda flashed ajold toothedsmile at Daniel.

ALost or | ooking, sugar?0o
Dani el di dnot stop until
from the leader lounging in the lawn chair. Her

sentries came closeputtheyd i d n ot I nterf
assumedty woul dnot unl ess th
order . ALooking for someth

Zelda scanned him from head to toe, then turned
curious eyes to the other two men. When she



f ni shed her evaluati on, .
she?0
Dani el | eer ed. nRnAl exa Mit
Zelda paled. Her guards moved back, muttering.
ASafe Haven. o
AShe r eanalgy cwaisea . 0
Georgia stompedackt owar d her si st
you we should have kept her! With her, andsth
men, we wouldndt need to b
never | i1sten!o
Zelda ignored her, observing the hatred flashing
i n Dani el 6s e esefromhere,hse 6 s t
She was bought by a cl an ¢
h a

ve a better | i fe than mo
Dani el | eaned forward. il
be back. You should | eave

Zel da nodded at the ugly
west soon. O

AfnNaPm@ Dani el wanted t o b
track them.
Zel da didndot consider | vyi

know if thesegunfighterswere also magic users.
She wasnoét t d&lRPirugttthse 6chan
Georgia glanced at her younger cousin,
Marcella, who often agreed wither on how the
family should be run. The teenager was a gifted
assassin. It was al most ti
planning since removing her mother.
Daniel turned east and walked away. It was
hard. His oldworld emotion of never hurting a
woman was theonly barrier between them and



death. He was glad the leader had recognized that
danger.

Edwar d coul dnot I magi ne
women.

Mar k didndot ever want to

They werethrilled that Daniel had kept himself
under control. Horror hiall three men when a gun
cocked. The sound echoed loudly in the uneasy
silence.

Dani el kept wal king. n I
alive. | f I run out of bul
my bare hands. 0

Zelda jumped up and knocked the gun from
Ge or g i asemlinghtanto the dust. She lunged
at her sister, thick arm swinging.

No one interfered.

AYou t hought I di dnot K
swinging. ASheds mine, y oL
foll ow me forever! We 6 | | é
deserve t hekepthitifgai ns! 0 She

Georgia finally recovered enough to figrdck
She shoved her sister with her boot so that she could
get to her feet. AYouobre t
dombwant to be sl avers! o
The trio kept walking. Thérag mentried to
l i sten to the chaos behind
He had a rein on his rage, but it was growing. If they
didnot find Al exa soon, h e
He increased his speed and drew his gun.



2
Al 6d rather ot get i nvol
scrathy t hroat . | 6m already
can help you after | finis
The group of escaped males glared at her as if
she was crazy.

ADi d she
ADoesnot
her alive?o

AWhat does sheanfiakethor
Alexa settled against the pole she was tied to,
delivering tiredencouragement A Thi s 1 s s o1
you can do for yoursel ves.
The three dozen men and boys were a mix of
races,ages,and nationalities, withtheir terror in
common. It surprisd Alexa to see a group of males
this size gathered to fight the slavery laws coming
from a government bunker in the west. Most males
were loners, protectedr already enslaved.
AShe candt be serious. 0
AWe cané6t wait. Wedre dyi
The house implied@neone in the group had
been wealthier than the others. Alexa codidell
by the clothes that were a mix of handsewn furs and
bolts of cloth, but the house refuted a poor past.
Before the war, the furnishings here would have
placed them well into the milie class. Maybe even
the lowest class of rich. These locals didn
resemble the environment. They also diditt as if
they were familiar with some of the items in the
homethat Alexa knew could be used even without

n
n

y no?o
e under st and



power. She swept again and fountad cranked
power source. Alexa realized this house had been
set up by a ©prepper. nATt
enemies, you should stay here. This is a great
setup. O

The adults didnot Kknow
casual rebuttals and conversational tidbits.

Thele@ler stepped forward, ¢
help us or we wil/ b

Al exa shrugged. n 1
Perhaps if you can wait uritd

Jerald slapped her. It rang through the wooden
house, drawing gasps.

Jerald waited for her reaction, beal to take
pain as long as it got her agreement.

Al exa spat blood at hi m.

Jerald hit her again. He
name or her religion. Safe Haveeralotswe r e n 6 t
the threat.

Alexa felt fire growing insidebut shepushed it
down. Some ofthese people were innocent. She
di dn 6 tohurthemt

Jerald retreated, slinging blood from his hand.
AYouodl I help us or 10611 cu
cook i1it! Wedbre hungry. o

People protested his claim, but Alexa had little
doubt teatengutnan fleslh tb survive. Their
hollow sockets said they would consume whatever
they found. They were sta
fight the sl avers. o

Jerald raised his hand.



Al exabds eyes glowed red.

He stopped, sucking 1In &
dropped at her fee, reduced to begg
You have to help us!o

Al exa felt old magic ent

want to obey the invocatio
I's always a price to deals
nWe o6l I | et you go! o Jer

bound f eenty.t hii WMigt we have th
AYourl i f e. O
Jerald swall owed, nodded
going on the market, | gi v
Alexa nodded, mouth and heart stinging. She
understoodhe desperation that had pushed him into
striking her. So far, & was the only male here who
would. The others had refused to torture her when
shedd said no the first ti
AWedr e bound. You agree
waiting for her to acknowledge fit.
Alexa spat more blood, striking him in the chest

thist i me . nSo be i1 t.0
Jerald cut her bonds and scrambled back,
trembling with fear. He di

Al exa stretched her SOfr «
family at the sl ave mar ket

ANot the young ones. o0 Je
themenin the crowd, tone scoldin. AThey cho:
spare then. 0

Alexa felt a bright heat on her cheek for an
instant. She smiledHe remembered to alert me with
the mirror! Nice.



The men in the croweklaxed. It was a beautiful
smile.

Al exa retreated to provi

Edwad fired. He hit Jerald in the bloody spittle
on his chest.

Men screamed and ran, assuming it was the
women from the market.

Alexa stayed still so her crew could have a clear
line of fire if any of the others fought back.

None of them did. Many fell to tireknees in
surrender. The rest grabbed their sons and tried to
flee.

Mark and Daniel stopped them at the two exits
to the cabin. They didnot
males surrendered at both locations without a fight.

Alexa waited for albf them to bebrought back
in, ignoring their pleas for mercy.

Alexa felt the unease among her team and
handled it first. She identified the worst wave and

went to Daniel, hugged him
me . O

Daniel clutched her close, heart releasing the
balloffea . fAl t 6!® my honor

She smiled at Edward, t he
shoul der . AMIi ne as well

already are. o

AYeah, about that.o Zel d
with most of her girls al
to buy them from you. Especialy hi m.
motioned her weapon toward Daniel.

o -
wn



ANot on your | ife. o0 Unarr
Dani el . ADo It now or weoOl

Daniel pulled the trigger.

Her crew did the same. Alexa had chosen their
punishmentHer men enforced the decision.

Zel da di ed I n t he first
expected them to open fire without a pauder
sentries went down in the nexave

The escapedmales rushed for doors and
windows, carting screaming sons.

The other women tried to fire, but they also
h a d n & prepbareddor the men to be so bold as to
duel them. Slugs slammed into guts, chests, legs.

Zel dadbs crew |l ost their |

Daniel reloaded, still pushing Alexa back
against a wall for more protection. She stayed tight
to his frame, warmingis chilly spine and watching
out for him.

ADuck! o

Daniel dropped at her call.

A bullet plunged into the couch by his hip.

Mark shot the slaver in the chest before she
could fire at Daniel again. She fell down the stairs,
gun sliding across thgloody floor.

Al exa picked it up, chec
alert. 1tds not over.o

Her me n werenot happy t
reloaded, eyes searching, blood pounding, ears
ringing.

Alexa looked toward the door.



Edward groaned low in his throat as an older
woman entered the house with a group of jeweled
females.Must be the rest of the family wheere
waiting for the workers at the market to come home.

We miscounted thatthred@t.Don o6t do t hi s.

Mark felt the deep reluctance in his fellowmen,
but he dii denlifted hishganvtewvard the

woman in front. AYou go fi
Maria grimaced, insides burning at being so
close to fresh mal es. ADon
AHe wonot . 0 aBldodyxun aimdds o h e
at her. ANeither wild!/ | . L
relie f . O

The changeling shook her
canodét control It. o

The ol der womanodés face w
She glared at them through shades oflkatk,and
green that gave her the appearance of an undead
slaver. The rest of the women were hvaitit paint
this time but wearing jewellEd war d wasnot
that he could fire on then@dd world we have mo.

Alexa understood and even felt sympathy. She
looked at Mark.

Mar k felt her silent quer
call . o

Mari ads hand rtighnendédon
movel!o

ANow. 0 Al exa pulled the t

Mark followed her lead.



Edward shuddered as the dead woman crashed
through the banister. She fell onto the pile of bodies
below.

Her crew fired at them.

Al exads crew fired back,
Slugs flew into arms, legstomachsand the walls,
spraying more crimson through the once expensive
cabin.

When the shooting stopped, Alexa and her crew
were standing, though not without damage.

Alexa scanned them, then waved at the house.
ALoad wup. o

The males began looting the corpses dhd
environment.

Alexa took the supplies they handed her without
examining the packages. She stored them in her
cloak, vaguely aware of the added weight. This trip
would not only toughen her men, but hersel$
well. Like them, she was looking forward to being
more than she was now.

Most of the escaped men and boys had fled
through windows during the fight. The few who
hadndt gone were watching
expecting to be killed.

AWedre set. o r&adessasthelandvai t e
the others joined her near the front door.

Alexa handed Daniel a cloth from her cloak.
ATake care of that arm. o

Daniel dug out his medical pouch and extended
It . ACandt reach at that a



Alexa snickered, taking the kit. She led him
onto the wide porch.

Edward and Mark reloaded, aware of the rest of
theescaped malefeeing through the rear exit.

Al exa dug the bul laad out
flipped it into the trees next to the porch. She poured
in the peroxide, then smearadntment io the
bleeding hole. She was proud of Daniel when he
only tightened his grip on the porch rail. She tied the
cloth around his arm, then handed him the knife.

Dani el wasnot as gquick o
i nto Al exads fest eerihotg woL
skin and flushed cheeks b
about it. He used the blade to cut out the infection,
respect for her growing wh
stuffed the hole with a swab ghuze then rotated
it with his finger to scrape off the resff the
I nfection that he hadnot f
knife.

Alexa groaned, but swallowed the scream.

Edward came over and placed his back against
hers for support. He kept watching for trouble, able
to feel her body tense each time Daniel swabbed out
the angry wound.

Mark tried to fight the u
came over to place his big body along her hip, trying
to lend strength.

Alexa felt tears welling up. She slammed her
eyes shut.

Daniel used that moment to pour in the
peroxide. As the whitéquid bubbled out the dirt,



he heated the tip of his knife to a bright flame with
a scavenged lighter. Her wound had to be sealed
now. Swabbing had cleared it downtbeflesh, but

the flow of blood was too heavy to slap a bandage
over it. She either eeled stitches or cauterization.
She had already made it clear which to pick in a
situation like this.

Alexa hissed as Daniel sealed the wound with
the fiery metal. It only took two quick presses, but
it felt longer as her skin continued to burn. Smoke
rosefrom the charred skin.

Daniel dumped his canteen over it, effectively
stopping the burning and hardening the top layer of
skin with the abrupt temperature change. It would
hold if she wanted to keep traveling, though Daniel
hoped she di dstdnedicatiédhhe need

Alexa swayed, exhaustion and pain
overwhelming her.

Edward turned around, feeling her fall.

Mark was already dipping down to catch her.

Daniel dug through his cloak for the bottles of
medi cation she insisted th
dométmember what she said f

Edward pointed. AThe peni
Mar k. fAStand her up. o

Edward rubbed her hands
okay. |l t6s us. 0O

Alexa stifled the need to strike oat all the
hands on her without permission. She Deniel
give her the pills, but she took the canteen from him



to drink on her own. She was horrified to see her
hand shake.

The water tasted too good. She had to make
herself stop so she didnot

The men all scowled, becoming aware of her
condition. She was bruised, sicland very thirsty.

They doubted shedd been fe
before the flood.

Al exa hated their pityinec
hide the weakness from days of neglect. She studied
them each in turn, etodeom se
can be used against us. | will always follow it. You
have options, t hough theyo
need you. This is what ha

Y

Daniel winced.

Al exa didnodét | et him tur
h av e .myfaultt | @at too faraway from all of
you. | 6m sorry. 1t will ne
on it.o

Daniel ds guilt was vanqu
and covered in salted earth. He took a deep breath,
accepting her words. AThan

Alexa patted his healthy shoulder, drawing
ene gy without him knowing.
| 61 | need to rest for a co
Daniel did as instructed, calm demeanor finally
snappingoackinto place.
Edward gave Alexa a grateful nod, then stepped
to the rear position.
Mark waited tosee where she wanted him,
loving the feel of them all being together. These



short moments were quickly becoming precious to
him.
Al exa waved him toward EC¢

does, |l i sten to what he sa
Mark hurried to catch up.

Alexa stayed where shea s . Shedd | ea
hard | esson here and it wa

The males all spun, ready to kill again.

Daniel came to Alexa. He put his hip against
hers while glowering at the remaining slavers now
pulling around the rear of the ranch home. Mahy
the local men and boys were in the vehicles, silently
begging for help.

AHol d your fire. o Al exa
leader by her gestures. She was giving orders for her
fighters to stay back and not make sudden moves.

Georgia exited the jeep and cameAexa with
half a dozen guards that she waved off as she got
close.fAfter the fight, we voted about coming to get
y ou, and to end slavery ir
group won the vote. Thég dead now, so they paid
for it.0

Al hold no grudgegainst yowo

AThank you. 0

Al exa noticed the woman?o:s
the shotup housefiYou did this on purpose.

Georgia shruggediAn opportunity presented
itself. 1 chose to take advantage. | didoall you
here or know you were coming. Théen way |
could have planned d.



Alexa grunted the clever evasidis | would
have done in your place, perhaps. | need to know
why, or | may need to seek vengeance for being
used in your opportunitg.
Georgia spun around, wearing hatred Alexa had
beenexpet i ng. The sisters had
fiShe killed our husbands after the war. | loved
minelo
ARAnd what about the guys
eyes to kill you all 2o
Georgi abs face softened.
them. Winter will come soon. We need children and
they can obviously produce
One of the slaver sentries frowned, making
Alexa doubt the antislavery lifestyle would last.
Still, if there was a chance this family would
change, they deserved the opportunity to try. The
cowardly men who would have mirher at the pole
di dndét deserve any more of
them what they demanded. All young worneam
kids had been spared. The rest were dead. Alexa
waved the woman oriGo in peace
Disappointed she waémgetting an opportunity
to tell thestory or whine about it, Georgia gave
Alexa a look of contempt and flounced off.
A few seconds later, she and her girls drove
away, leaving a thick cloud of dust.
AWell , that was fun. o
Everyone snickered at Ed\
ARnAgreed. Can omePledse?CGan a g a
we?0 Mark couldnét help ad



Al exa snorted amusement
t hink. Let 6s rol | before s
His sand got hewet. 0

Laughter flowed over the carnage, creating
another layer of scar tissue tapact them from the
horrors of how drastically the world had changed
for everyone.



ChapterSeven

The Right Thing

1

The smell of rotten water faded as they

walked. In its place came a dusty, dry air that
brought coughs and extra sips from canteens while
they adjusted to the environment. Around them,
small, neglectecheighborhoods passed without the
sense of human life.nere alsave r e n Signs o n y
other life.

The wind increased, making it harder to walk
without getting grit in their eyes or moutAlexa
motioned them to pull up bandanas or shmisy
understandingvhy the area had emptied out. The
weather alone woulthave been enough, but there
were also charred military vehicles, destroyed
chunks of road that forced them to climb down and
then up,old brass winking in the dim surand
skeletons. This had been a war zone. All of them
were eager to be under cover, batlmng in sight
would be safe. The small towns had multiple
collapses and most of the remainibgllet ridden
buildings appeared as though they could go at any
point.



Alexa stayed on her feet longer than her men
thought she would. Three hours after hecues she
finally stopped.

Alexa shuddered at the pain, then shivered from
thecold sweats.

Daniel had been waiting for her call.

Alexa forced her brain and mouth to work
together, eyes closing.
enemy was close. Her team would ibesightin
minutes. She slid to her knees, stomach roiling.
ARnStep back. 0

The men glanced away as she vomited.

When Daniel copied her action, Edward took

control. He pointed at the nearésik ofac ar . 0 Ge't

her i n there. o | t w ats

t he

protect her in a gunfight.

with her. o

Daniel got Alexa moving toward theusted,
burnt vehicle He helped her climb in and lapwn
out of sight.

Edward went to the sturdiest looking shack and
climbed it in slow inches to keefsfom making
enough movement at one time to draw attention.
The shack swayed under him, ready to fall as he
peered over.

nShit.o The soldiers had

Five jeeps rolled in front of two transport vehicles,
all led by a hummer equipped Wwia .50 caliber gun.

He di d a gui ck estimat e

Movement to the south caught his eye. The slaver
convoy was coming this way at a steady chA{so



ten minutes ARThe sol diers ar e
slavers.. .0 The type of vV
snatchandgrab about to take place. Edward
doubted the slavers would evade the organized
ambushstarting tocover both entrances to this
town.

Edward slid down the side of the house and ran
to the car.

Mark read the panic as he joingam

A The sahdasoldersswill get here at the
same ti me. I think theyore
they can take their slaves in tBeaft trucks. They
have a big gun. o

AShoul d we get Al exa out
her for a while. O

Edward not edtondbutfrewvined. e a g e
can |, but it seems wr
t know itdéds comin
sl avers. o Dani
t out of thos:¢

sol diers. o
government. o
eds

e bi Ateegd under Dar
heat . nLeave us here. Go w
None ofthemenl i ked t hat order,
argue. There wasnodét ti me f

Mark and Edward took off running toward the
convoy, praying Alexa and Daniel would be here
when they retured.



Alexa began to mutter, pulling her strength
together for a spell.

Dani el hugged her . NnTake
it willingly. o

Alexa drew from him, murmuring. Energy
flowed over the car, bringing up a mirage. It
appeared empty.

Daniel smothered hisrgans at the connection,
not afraid.

Al exa was terrified. She
she could hold the illusion. If she passed out, they
would both be found. If the soldiers had a tracking
device, or a hunter, they might be able to detect the
magic while itwas being used, making it easy to
narrow a location. Safety was a myth.

2

Mark was out of breath before they reached the
convoy. He wheezed alongside Edward as they
reached their destination.

Made up of five vehicles, the slaver convoy
carriedtheeightwomen withtheirchildren, plus the
new males crammed into the rear of the trucks. They
had little chance of avoiding the ambush or
outshooting the soldiers. Beingn a Draft team
meant a promotion and better living quarters. The
men who were accepted vweefoyal to the New
World Order and to the remaining United States
government. They were good at their job.



The convoy slid to dusty halts as they saw two
of Al exabds crew approachin
weapons.
fiHold your fireldb Georgia beeped her horn to
get attention. She shook her head, letting everyone
know not to attack. She didrget out of her vehicle,
however. Her gun restion her thigh.
nRnSol diers are coming for
Edward sucked in air, hoping thes®men were
worth this effort. nGo bac
get | ost. o
Georgia saw another opportunity and stewed
over it for a brief moment. She could try to hold
Al exads me n . It woul d I nv
would certainly cut her numbers in half, lstie was
confident in her own skills. She could hit one of
them without killing. It would also mean crossing
Alexa, but she already owed that woman a debt, no
matter what the bl onde had
Georgia waved for them to be allowed to leave
and then holsted her gun on the clever dashboard
holder she had installediAnother time, maybe,
when you dondét have a magi
In the future, those females will not be allowed to
breed. Strict population control is the answer.
Pruetts hadaé had enagh honor in the past. Her
sister, Zelda, hadh been bad in that area, but
Georgia wanted their rules to be skictShe hated
being around people she coufdtrust. The Pruetts
of the future would have an honor code guiding their
every decision to keegmem on the path that only a



world war had presented. Women would rule the

world at some point. Pruetts would be the reason
why. Al |l Georgiabts talk of
just thatt al k. Shedd gotten e
wanted My sisteris gone.l & m pdwéar @ow.

Mark groaned as Edward immediately turned
back toward Al exads |l ocati

Edward wanted to give Mark a break, but he
needed to reach Alexa before the solddits She
was i n rough shape and Dan

Mark slowly fell behind.He waved Edward on
when the man spun around in frustration.

Edward returned for him.

Mar kds respect Il ncreased
They would never reach Alexa in time. Mark
coul dndét stand it. ddef dug
reserve speed.

Edward put a hand wunder
the man at that pace.

Gunshots rang out.

Edward lifted Mark over his shoulder and used
the speed tricks Alexa had been teaching him.

Engines swelled behind therand kept going.
Thefrontofthec onvoy di dndét st op,
the drivers wavedtthem.

Edward moved over, then stopped as the rear
vehicle slowed to pick them up.

Edward piled into theniddle with the kids as
Mark got in the rear with a smiling malecal. He
was eating for probably the first time in days.



Edward glanced at the driver in the mirror as she

fl oored it. AHow did you t
attack the soldiers?o9

Marcel |l a frowned ' T ghtly
Georgiawe needtokiltheol di er s or t he
us outnext time 0

AThe soldiers really are
a trap.o

Al believe you, but It
soldiers will slaughter these women, tHeraft our

mal es. Wedre going to our

A Wh 'y woul d y 0 uknowg ¢he i f \
out come?! 0

Marcella ignored his aggressive tofieBe c a u s e
I tds the r.Dgddhdét hyogrtbosdgs
t hat yet?0

3
Alexa felt the presence of someone who could
track magic. Her heartsank. $hd made it t o

where they might be able to escape into the
shadows. She only needed another five minutes, but
she didndét hav.éaWaehabouttol ong
have a lot of company She feltthemzeroing inon
her location.

fWedl do the best we cadDaniel let the cool
shielddrop into place as Alexa let go of the illusion
over them.

Soldiers gaped in shock as Alexa appeared in
the vehicle.



Beforethey could raise an alarm or a weapon,
Daniel shot them.

More ldiers turned toward the sound, then
rotated again at a new noise.

The engine of a large vehicle came closer.

AGo! 0 Dani el shoved Al ex:
the clear moment. The distracted soldiers knew
Alexa was here, but the tank rolling down the center
of the road had confusethem Daniel quickly
determined the tankavs n 6t part of t he
he didnot have time to det
struggled to get Alexa on her feet and moving to
anothershelter before the next wave of chaos hit.

Altdés sl owing!o One of tl

AThe turretbds | ifting!o

AfnRun! o

The soldiers in the street scattered as the tank
fired.

Daniel covered Alexa as a loud whistle drowned
out the shouts.

A hard thud came.A transport truck exploded
into a thousand pieces that plunged through the
smoky air.

AThere she | s faterAlexa.ol di e

Daniel fired, hitting the man in the stomach.

Al t &ds Ittudrsnitnugrlni ng! o

Now without a leader, the four dozen soldiers
di dnot know what to do or
all the same rank. Some of them chased Alexa. The
rest huddled around the body of theargeant while
othersfired in vainat the tank.



The driver of theremainng transport truck
jumped out and ran.

The sound of the tan&ffectedall other noises
as it rolled down the dusty street. Screams were
muffled, gunshots barely registered, shouts were
muted. Bullets fired, but their targets were no longer
looking for it. Sol di ers f el | to Ge
who arrived in time to take advantage of the
moment. They were the only ones not surprised by
the tank. They had been expecting soldiers and a
tank was standard equipment.

Dani el shoved Al exads s
shack, wishing he had the strength to pick her up.

The tank fired again.

Soldiers tried to dive out of the way.

The shell barreled down the middle of the street
and slammed into the other transport vehicle. The
streetwas sprayed with shrapnel that killed sem
and wounded many.

Daniel grunted at the pain, alsot.hHe fell
against Alexa, knocking them both into the brush
behind the shack. They were out of sight as the
convoyrolled up beside the tank.

The passengers fired rifles, further encouraging
the soldies to give up this battle.

The remaining armymen fled toward their
jeeps.

The slavers cheerahdkept firingin the dusky
light.

The tank followed the jeeps out of town, making
sure they dida try regrouping for another attack.



Edward and Mark ran fronthe rear vehicle,
meeting at thdullet riddencar where they had left
their teammates.

fAltés emptyd Edward began searching the
ground for clues.

Mark scanned the destruction and then convoy,
hoping the trouble was over now.

fiThat heelb Edward followed the tracksil t 6 s
Dani el . He has & | i mp when

fAOIld gunshot wound? Mark stayed with
Edward, ignoring the femaleswow observing their
every move.

fiLong fall.o Edwardused his light tdrace the
debris on the street to the yardaosmall shack.

fOver hered Edward hefted Daniel off Alexa.
fiHe 6 s b rGetdherchi ng.

Mark took Alexas lighter weight, exhausted.
fiWhere t0®

Alexa drew energy, needing to handle one last
Il ssue. fAPut me down. 0

Mark helped her stand, then backed upe sine
di dndét want the enemy to Kk
was.

fiCan we offer you a ride from the areéa?
Georgia made sure she sounded polite, not eager.

Alexa studied the woman much the way she had
at the house after her rescue. She slowly shook her
head.inY our new code hagnsunk in. Youdl find a
way todouble crossne. You caf be trusted

Georgia controlled her a
words were the truth. Steébeen hoping to rack up



a travel debt and claim one of the men as payment
or to find Alexa toowveak to defend them all.

Alexa slid her hand onto her gun belt and tapped
out the tune to Nay Nay Hey Hey Kiss Him
Goodbye.

Georgia recognized it ardoked away before
she could say anything that would trigger an uglier
moment. There wagéh a full credit here even
though they had showed up in time to shoot a few
of the soldiers. Alexa had warned them, but the tank
had done most of the work. Without that metal
protector, Georgia and her women would never
have been enough against the soldiers. Sk
owed Alexa half a debt.

Georgia waved her convoy to get moving.
iLet 6s roll . We need to cl «
goes unpunished.

She was obeyed instantly.

fWhat about the tank™ark needed to be sure
it was okay to relax now.

Edward shruggedilf he& one of us, &lbsee
him again. And he is, so we wal.

fiHow do you know®

nSame feeling as when we got you out of that
slam. Same as when we found Daniel and when she
found me. Sme things feel perfect because they
areo



Russell understood | e xdecisien not to take
a ride with the slavers better than she would have
wanted him to. She was protecting her men. He
couldrid threaten them, but she was fair game. He
would be abled get her to surrender to save their
lives. All he had to do was find a way to entrap her.
As for the tank driver, Russell believed it to be an
AWOL soldier. He mentally marked the man for
deat h. ACowards and deser"
they get. o

Russell ticked his radio in the cod#hat only
trackers were allowed to use. The response was
immediate.

fiMake your report

Russell sneered at the condescending,toae
hedidnd let it color his respons@Eden FPison was
attacked. Ahigh-risk prisoner was taken without
payment. The entire prison is floodedineview
Reservoirfinally let go. Survivors are doubtful. |
also saw your missing tank. It wasliogan, Utah
three minutes ago, with Alexa Mitchel, number two
on our | i st ded®hnedosapptoach def
yet. Idm following, but the soldiers that were sent to
this town toDraft the slave stock have failéd.

Russell waited for a reply, prepared to repeat
himself if necessary. Communications were not
what they used to be.

nOrders are tgtay on targetder capture igital
to preventing the return of Safe Hawen.



Russell snarled at the radio as he turned it off,
unhappy the man had used a naiifdnais another
one | need to kilb

Russell studied the small slaver convoy. Alexa
was proteted, but he doubted that would hold
against a large group of angry men. These soldiers
hadndét been angry. AThey W
the big bunker. | need thmenthey wouldrd let
out & Or may be suocuedheton de ad
Russell observed his tatgeSwaying stepsn the
fading sunlighttold him she was weaki kept her
moving. No time to heal. Goaal.

Russell kept his hiding place in the tall weeds,
aware of abandoned, surviving soldiers still fleeing
the town.

Panicked steps crunched t

Russell kicked, hard.

AUQ!0 The bloody soldier slammed into thard
ground.

Russell plunged his knif
fiSorry, kid. Ca@ have you screamingj.

Russell scanned for more trouble as he waited
for the soldier to stop gurgling. The convoy was
almost out of sight and the eerie feeling of a
deserted battlefield was falling into place. The
damage was impressive. He héddexpected Alexa
to have a protector driving a tank. Clearly, the
soldiers hada either. Without that, her quest might
have endd right here.

Instead of rage or disappointment, Russell was
excited to be so close to the final showdown.



The tank engine faded, leaving silence.

Russell retrieved his blade, wiped it clean on the
body. He kept it in hand as he rolled over and shut
his eyes. Now was a good time and place for a nap.
The tank would be easy to follow, and he wanted to
be well rested for their meeting.

5

fASpread out. We need a locatiolexa kept
watch while the merexamineddebris andused
moonlight tof i gur e out where the
been walking forfive hours since leaving the
convoy. She coul dnodot take
energy shedéd dr awn.

fiThe store says Krem something. | believe this
is Kemmereo

Alexa found it on the map, agieg with
Edwa d 0 s assumpti on. She f e
though she waghsure if it was a threat or a Safe
Haven site. She hoped for the latter but prepared for
the former. She checked her weapons. The pain in
her shoulder had been banished to a dull ache by
energy andpainkillers, thankfully. When Daniel
had insisted, she hadndét r
her much longer.

Her men did the same, becoming tense at her
actions.

Alexa moved to the center of the dusty street,
hands on her guoutt She could barely see t@avel
as the moon slid behind clouds.



Edward and Daniel exchanged surprised
glances when she led them to a small YMCA only
a fewblocks away Her injury had taken its toll.

Alexa waved two fingers and flipped on her
light as she stepped inside thestybuilding.

Her crew also activatetheir lights, walking in
rows of two behind her.

Alexa chose the bottom floazeroing inon the
smell of the water. The pool put off waves of faint
bleach instead of rot. If it was relatively clean, they
could fill canteas, then bathe. She motioned them
to securethe rest of the basement floor while she
examined the pool.

It had a dirty bottom of sediment, but no mold
or algae on top, thanks to chemical traces in the
water. It would be like a pond but cleaner. Alexa
beganto fill her canteen.

Edward returned first. He took a guard post by
one of the many entrances to the room as the dark
quiet seduced him, bringing a yawn.

Alexa echoed it.

They shared a quick smile as the others
returned. Encouraging the silent communamatin
the dark, Alexa waved to an empty corner.

Mark and Daniel put the bedrolls there, trying
to be quiet as they worked. This was another lesson
for them.

Alexa joined Edward on sentry duty. Edward
didn@ need to be taught to function in the dark. He
ar eady knew how. He 6 d
underground for years.



The basement of the YMCA looked like any
other poolside entertainment area, complete with
mildewed lounge chairs and laonedry shower
setup. It also had small booths for people to change
their clahes. TV screens, couches, and end tables
covered with dusty faded magazines lined the
opposite wall. The only thing out of place was the
people bedding down here for the night.

Edward yawned again. It had been a long
adventure to add Mark to their crette liked the
tough man and he was glad to have more help, but
he wanted sleep right now.

Alexawaved himonmiWe 6 r e ri ghad behi

Edward went without protest, proving his
exhaustion. He gave Daniel a sharp look to remind
him of his duties as senior man point.

Wide awake again, Daniel grinned at him.

Edward sighed as he dropped onto the common
bed theyd made Ah, to be young again.

Alexa caught his thoughand swallowed a
smile. This lifestyle was hard anyway, but lack of
sleep made it harder. Skenever had so many
aches and pains. Not getting good sleep for days at
a time prevented a body from healing.

Alexa stretched. Her spine popped loudly in the
silence, like a gunshot.

Daniel and Mark spun around, drawing.

Edward rose off the bed in a dangeso
movement, boiling.

Al exabds raspy chuckl e fil



Edward groaned, droppingback to the
uncomfortable bed.

Daniel snickered, holstering.

Mark flushed, embarrassed.

Daniel shook his head when Mark would have
apologized. He put his fingers kas lips to remind
Mark they wered@ supposed to talk.

Mark nodded, but he gave the boss an
apologetic glance.

Al exads approving nod toc
out. When he did, the embarrassment faded. He was
able to fight on a herecond
guys. Mark suddenly wondered if ghehad a
husband before the war, if she missed her family.

They hadi@ seen evidence of it yet. Before he could

ask, Mark joined Edward for sleep. He wdsn
supposed to talk right now, but a part of him also

di dndét want to know the an

Alexa waved.

Daniel joined them at her motion, sensing she
wanted a few minutes of alone time. Like the other
two men, he dropped out hard, comforted by the fact
that their leader was on duty. No one would get by
Alexa. Theycould sleep now.

Alexa waited until all three men were out before
letting her tears fall. It had been a rough life and she
wasnearlyat her weakest. Worse, she did miss her
family, even the evil souls hellbent on finishing the
destruction of the worldt lwould be hard to do her
duty when the time came. Moments like these



would allow the pain to dull so she could pull the
trigger when time came.



ChapterEight
We 6| | Go Fr om

1

A low rumble pulled everyone from deep

sleep. After half an hour oflence, with no feeling

of a new threat coming, Alexa had joined her men
in sleep Now, as the sun begantise through the
windows of the basement, everyone leapt to their
feet, fumbling for weapons.

Alexa hurried to the nearest window to take
stock of tke situation. The rumbling noise came
from a huge engine. She assumed that because it
rattled the entire building.

Her crew spread out, covering the other
windows.

fil see something. Edward swiped the dirty
glass.fil think ité&s the tank that helped vsH edd
almost forgotten about it in his exhaustion.

Alexa moved to his window to observe.

Outside, voices echoed.

Daniel began packing their small canfifphere
are people here. Why did@rwe notice them when
we came in@

fiWe were tired. They werprobably asleep.
Mark came over to help Daniel gather their gear.



Al think theyde coming this way Edward
checked his loaded gun out of habit.

The rumble grew louder as the tank circled in
front of the YMCA. It came to a dusty stop between
the front and the people coming toward the
building.

Alexa went to the first flogrbut stopped by the
door, eager to listen to the exchange.

fWe dorit want trouble with the soldiers.

fiWe have permission from the government to
be hered

fiWwhat do you want witlthis building?o0

Al exabds head went wup at
firm voice. My Driver.

fiWe know who that is in there!

ASo®The mands voice didnot

fiWe want to talk to heo.

fANd you thought surrounding the building was

the wayto go®
fiwWe didr@ want her to run away before we
could talk to her. You did

the alley. Wé&e not a threab.

fiPeople who say thége not a threat are usually
the opposite

AYou car@t get all of us with that tank. Vie
going in to talk to heo,

AThe gun in my hand has twelve shots. There
are eleven of you. | like the odds.

Alexa grinned at the silence in response. She
turned the handle of the door and openghlutshe



didnd step out to present a clear targ&tate your
busines®

The tank diver lifted his weapon when the
group of people would have rushed toward Alexa.
AYou can talk from right there.

During the small standoff, Alexa scanned the
driver of the tank. She had already determined the
people talking to him were not more than sheldo
handle, even while wounde8he was groggy, but
the six hours of rest had done wonders.

The driver didi look at her, though she saw his
shoulders straighten at her perusal. Tall and sandy,
he had a dirty ponytail, a fivéay beard,and a
beautiful pa of 19113 one of which was in his
hand. The feel of Safe Haven, of her father, floated
through the afternoon air.

Edward felt if too. He also concentrated on the
man, gleaning details from his appearance and body
language.

Daniel observed the townspeepHe doubted
any of the group was over the age of tweing.
Several of them were carrying kids, implying the
sterile disease that had hit most of the western
population had skipped them. Their leery gazes and
thin bodies wouldé@ have been out of thedinary
except they knew of Alexa. It was possible this
group had been allowed to stay here for this
moment.

Daniel and Mark edged closer to their leader to
have a clear shot if trouble broke out.



AiShes not gonna wait much longehe driver
of the tankdelivered a derisive sneefiNot that
shds going to give you what you want anyway.
Why dord@ you go back to your bowling alley and
finish dyingd

Alexa didri correct the man, though his words
were harsh. She assumed he had a good reason for
feeling thatway. If he had been patrolling the area
he would have noticed more about these people than
sheb6bd had time to observe

AAIl we need is an escodtThe oldest female of
the groupwith drooling toddleron her back, took a
step forward.

Thedri ver 6s gun moved with

She stopped, palingWe carit make the trip by
ourselvesbut shés honor boundo help people like
uslo

Daniel and Mark were now convinced this was
a trap. Like the slavers, the bowling alley people
were a mix of races, with more women thman

The leader, a ponytailed brunette with a slender
waist and a twitchy eye, kept pace with Alexa. The
otherlocalst ok turns staring at
in curious fear. These people were not fighters.

AShe&s already on a queét.

Edward frowned as he realized the tank driver
knew a lot more about Alexa than he should.

Alexa stepped onto the front walk of the
YMCA, hands on her gungiwho are you? Why are
you here®



The tank driver stil]
Edwardcould feelthathe wanted to.

fSafe Haven took our parents while we were out
on a scavenging ru@. Amber waved toward the
tank. IWhen we got back, sdiers were here
looking for them. We had to stay.

One of the two men in the group stepped
forward to take Amber 0s
tank driver had his gun pointed at her and the baby.
fWebve managed to survive, but all the food is gone
now. Weneed to leave.

AANd where is it you wish me to take yau?
Alexadidid@ c al | them on t he
gathering details.

fiTheregs an old bunker west of hebeAmber

di

resisted the mandés attempt

She lightly bounced theestless toddler to soothe
him. iTheregs another one to the south. We @on
care which one you take us to, so longyastake
uso

Edward moved to the guard position as Alexa
stepped to the front of the tank. She stood with her
back to the driver, tellingher crew she didh
consider him a threat.

All they couldseeof the driver was lot ofhair
and a black jacket with a fading eagle. The tip of a
beautiful Colt showing on his lean hip was a
fascinating contrast to the fedora on his head.

Edward suspectke the tank driver would be
joining them, but he didihturn his back to the man
like Alexa had. He gave the driver an appraising



look. He found bags under a bloodshot gaze and
dried bl ood on the front
wasnot comforting.

The driver gave him a casual nod in return, then
directed his attentiobackto the situation unfolding
in front of them.

fMA's Yy ouobv e dnakeady ontaguest., I

Amber shook her head, baby now playing with
her hair. iThas not the way this works. Yduave
to take us. Yode one of theno,

Alexa studied the girlilf you didnd meet Safe
Haven when they came through, how do you
know®

Amber let out a derisive noiséSafe Haven left
flyers all over the country. They also left supplies
for us. We learnethore from the soldiershen from
the people who came through behind them, trying
to find safetyo

Alexa waved at their empty holstei@o you
not have weapons, or did you know it was a bad idea
to wear them during this conversation?

Amber grimacedfiBoth. We have three guns
that work, but no ammo for them. We darven
hunt anymore

Mark and Daniel flanked Edward, also giving
the tank driver a quick look. Neither of them
recognized the feel, but Edwatiad The tank
driver was a hardass, like them.

Alexa scanned the rest of the group. The
presence of children was designed to make her more
sympathetic to their cause. Unfortunately, it was



working, but the temptation of information on Safe
Havenwas whammade her stop and put out a scarred
hand.fl agreeto have a conversation. \(lego from
thereo

Amber immediately shook, flashing a weak
smile.iThank you. ém not sure if we have enough
food to feed all your guys, but we do have a fuel
supply that might work for the tank.

Alexa waved two fingers in thair. iiGive it to
my new guard dog.

And with that, the driver of the tank became part
of her crew.

Edward took a spot on the side of the tank in
response to her coded order, but he \iiasmout to
let her walk alone in that group. They were lying
about somthing. When she waved Daniel to join
him on the tank, Edward poed Mark to her rear.

Alexa allowed it. Like Edward, she knew the
localswere shady. Still, she wanted the information
theyhadand she was willing to Kill to get it. If they
were simply stranded like they claimed, then her
quest would have to wait. The girl was absolutely
right about her beingonor boundo help innocent
people and all of the children here wénat

As they walled through Kemmerer, Alexa
noticed the stores had been looted. She assumed
these people had cleaned everything out but@&adn
had respect for the town itself. Instead of opening
doors, they had smashed windows and rammed cars
through walls. The mini mall aoss from the
bowling alley wanly ashes.



fAlf you had fuel, why didé@ you follow your
parents@ Alexa walked on Ambés right as Mark
stayed between her and Améeguarda tall, thin
redhead witmo teethand bruised arms.

fWrong kind of fuel forthe vehicles we have,
plus everything gets filled with dust and refuses to
stay running. We donodt k n
Amber shifted the baby higheiil didnd@ want to
take the chance on us getting stranded somevéhere.

fWhen the slaver convoy came thraude first
time, we talked about joining theanThe redhead
gave Alexa a glance that begged hesdethe truth.
fSince they were traveling through the western
areas, it didd make sense for us gm with themo

AYou stayed in the bowling alley?

fiSafe Haven shored it up before they left. It
seemed like a good place to @&mber glanced at
her sidewaysfiwas that a bad decision?

Alexa shruggedili wonoét Kvesean unt i
it.0

Amber led her toward the parking lot that held
old vehicles and bonedil invite you. Please
consider yourself a welcome guest.

Alexa stored another nugget. These people had
too much information about the descendant lifestyle
to have learned it from a flyer.

Amber sensed shedd cross
silent.

Her redheaded friehdidnd. He began to babble
about how hard it had been for them to survive.
Alexa tuned him out in favor of listening for the



rumble of the tankBilly had waited for her to be far

enough ahead that t he h u ¢
drown out her conversation. $howed a type of
foresight that impressed her.

Now riding on the tank, Edward waited
impatiently for it to stopso he could go inside
Alexa had as much as saide driver would be
joining them. Edward want e

been following them but he vanted to be with
Alexa even more as she entered enemy territory
Grilling the driver would have to wait.

Daniel had the samboughts along with a faint

desire to drive théank Hedd neonelt beer

looked like a fun ride.

Dust blew over all of tha as the wind picked
up. The calling of a sickly bird drew attention from
the locals. Hands went to empty holsters and eyes
went to the sky. The birds here were a threat.
Al exads men stotoed that

fltés fortified with metald The first sight of the
bowling alley pleased MarkiNice.0

Amber preened under his approval, not immune
to the draw of healthy meriiThank you. Wé v e
tried to add to their improvements whenever we
couldo

Alexa stopped at the lounge entrance to wait for
the rest of her crew.

fiHe can park the tank around back or in front, it
doesid matter. Other than the slavers, we daget
visitors hered The redheaded man cedtshifty
eyes toward Amber.

n



Amber nodded, echoing his lidWe dorit even
get soldiers anymero

Alexa didr@ presume to tell the tank driver what
to do yet. She had acceptdtthe would join her
crew, but they hadh officially exchanged words.
Until he accepted her rules and leadership, he was
his own boss.

Edward approved when the new manwdraohe
tank into the alley next to the small bowling center.
It wasrd completely out of sighbut squeezing into
the alley made it appear &gt wasjust another relic
of the past. Edward hopped off and joined Alexa in
the lobby.

People moved away, intmi dat ed by Ed
glowers.

Daniel watched for the tank driver, sensing their
bosswould want him to escort the man in. Even
though she didé consider him a threat, it was still
a good idea to treat him as such.

Tiring of the looks, the tank driver stoed
outside the doors. He locked eyes with Alexa.

Alexa felt that Safe Haven pull agaiiYoudl
go where | do, obey my rule®?

The tank driver knelt at her feet, relief hitting
herin wavesiFor as | ong aé$le youbol
was thrilled to finally be wth her, for the voice in
his ears to be real instead of just in his mind.

AlexaG lips curved in a partial smilef
recognition fil accept your life with honor. Rise and
take your place among my men.



The driver immediately turned to Edward. He
held out a handilém Billy.o

Edward reluctantly shook with the ponytailed
man, smothering the jealousy that always arrived
whenever Alexa added someone else to her crew.
AEdward. Stay in the rear and follow tresst of usd

Billy immediately took the rear position.

Happily switching plans to a fivperson crew,
Alexa surveyed the bowling alley, then the few
people occupying chairs at the end of the lanes.
Everyone gawked at them.

The people in the bowling alleyese the same
as those whodd greeted t
like their ages, they stood staredrom where they
were, as if they knew not to approach Alexa. Daniel
didnoét I i ke it.

Alexa noted the row of dusty fishing poles hung
on one wall. Below them was a variety of dull
weapons that included bowsnaresand knives. A
line of tables next to the station had obviously been
used for preparation. She assumed hunting and
fishing hadbecome their mainstay of life, as it had
for everyone who hadndt
the long months afterward. She alsgievedthose
food sources had run out. Finding game was harder
now. The dust from Yellowstone had covered the
grass and killeaff animals that depended upon it.
It was naturathatthe humans, who relied on those
animals, would also suffer. As for fishing, crazy life
forms came out of the water now. Most of them
were not safe to eat. The earth was slowly purging

he



itself of the pasons from the war, but it would be a
long time before the land was back to normal.

The locals waited impatiently for her to finish,
while her men enjoyed the peaceful silence and
windless conditions. There was still a draft going
through, but it was nowhernear as bad as being
outside.

Alexa noted insulated walls slowly crumbling
from the weather and lack of maintenance. Despite
the youth of the group, she diiiseerecent repairs.
The smells were also a bit unexpected. With a food
prep station, there shtol have been rank odors, but
all she could smell was baby powder and butter. She
assumed that was from the use of dandelions for
chicory coffee. The thought was confirmed when
Amber began to pour cups from a large pot near the
prep station. Dandelions weem the filter.

Alexa took the hot cup and went to a large,
empty table in the center of the lounge. She could
see the lanes from here. Homemade candles were on
the tables and thaleyswere covered in thick layers
of grit.

Al exadbds cr ew faetdronkherbgpot s ¢
behind the locals. It made everyone except Alexa
nervous. She settled at the table and pulled out her
pouch of tobacco to twist a smoke.

Amber and her protector joined Alexa at the
table.

Alexa scanned the rest of the locals,
understandig this couple determined the fate for
everyone elsgild like to see the flyen.



Amber dug in her pocket to pull out a crumpled
sheet of papewith faded words

Alexa read it with a pounding heart that yearned
to have been here when it was left.

SafeemaRul es of Conduct 3

1.) Abuse ( Ment al , phy
forbidden. Puni shable by b
2.) Fighting, property de:é
reason exed etn ses,el fi s not
Puni shable by hard | abor o

3. pexual Assault S a
Puni shable by deat h, or br
Jury vote required.

4. ) Killing for any rea
def ense, I s a capital of f e
Jury vot e. Guardian can ov

5.) Chil dcagppghus=d iof faeanse!
Guardian wi || al most al way
but deat h.

6.) Rape iIis a death sent e
Oor excuse. |t can only be
camp vote that includes th

7.) Treason/ Muha myh a IWh ef
camp agrees, a new | eader

fiWe tried hard to follow those rulésAmber
unstrapped the child from the sling and placed the
toddler on her knee where Alexa would have to
view him. filté been hard at times, but &e proud



to say wé&re Safe Haven members. Or at least we
should bed

Alexa didr@ confirm or denythatfollowing the
rules made them part dhe coveted clan. Instead,
she pushed the paper back toward the woman and
studied the baby. Unlike the redheaded man or the
brunette woman, the child was blond@é&dopted®

Amber paled at Al &Weads (
found kids.Someof them are ours.

Alexa didr@d understand why they would be
ashamed unless they had kidnapped the children.
fiWhere are their parents?

The man lifted the child from Ambér lap and
walked toward the play yariSome of them are in
the convoy. Some of them were killed by soldiers.

Alexa put two and two togethefiYou bought
kids, from the slavers,and took them from
soldierso

Amber gave a curt nodiWwith so few
pregnancies here, we did what we had to do to keep
a future alive. When these
us surviveo

Alexa ddnd@ like children being used as
commodities or sold like a product. Her disapproval
ran through the bowling alley in a thick wave that
drew her men closer.

fiHow did you pay for these childremAlexa
waved a hand toward the weapoaiiéou didnd use
knives and weak coffe@.

Amber hung her headWe paid whatever they
asked, no matter how hard or ugly.



Instead of the sympathy she had hoped Alexa
might feel, the blonde woman gave a look of
contemp.

fiBad deeds end in bad rewaxs.

Amber 6s hand céalimsekdp i n
are better off with us. We wanever sell them or
hurt them the way their parents did.

Alexa believed that, but it didhmake it right.

She sighed.
The raspy sound of wearis® told her senior
men shedd |Just made a dec

interpretedhesound, coming to the defense of their
leader.

fiWe never hurt the kids! We love them.

AThe kids get fed deirst,
happy with us

AYou can check them faigns of abuse if you
want too

Alexa drank her coffedut shedidnd scan the
children or asked to examine them. Instead, she
studied the bowling alley again, sensing she would
find more truth in the walls. Everything about this
place, these people, waslie. They were going to
regret it when she figured out their game.

ADo | know you?o

Amber 6s question to Billy
a halt. Heads turned toward the ponytarteain

Billy noddwd kceeuwr tfloyw. tihle

Amber 6s f aecceoghniitt iuopn .i ni Yro
slave with amnesia who drove the boss around. You
were the best wheelman they ever had, according to



gossip. 0 Amber flashed him
a great service provider. o

Billy grunted. Thatpart of ther u mor was no
true,bd he didndt want to exp

AWhy did you | eave them?

Billy didnot | ook at Al €
ot her things. 0O

Edwar d, who had felt Al e
reached his town, relaxed a bit about the new man.

The others felt sympathyif his condition but
also envy. Not remembering the past certainly had
advantages.

Billy ignored them all in favor of enjoying the
sight of the woman hedd b
The sound of her voice was the coolest drink to a
parched throat. During filyears ofelfexile, hedod
spent too many nights wond
To know for sure Alexa existed in the flesh was a
balm to his tortured souMy second chance is here!

Alexa swiveled around, locking eyes with him.
| feel the same. Thank you fmur loyalty.

Billy fought her draw and barely managed not
to fall to his knees. #fAltéo

Alexa smiled at the old words.

This time, all of her guys dropped.

So did the bowling alley people. Her approval
was great, but her pleasure vilmpossible to resist.

Alexa sighed, shutting it off. Her usual stoic
mask fell into place asherewrose Al 6d | i ke
My teamw i | | set up security.o



AYoubre helping us?0 Amb
through the daze and brought everyone else back to
thar feet.

Alexa moved toward the hallway she assumed
|l ed to a main | iving quart
night to discuss your situation ot hi ng el s e .

Amber stood, frowning, but she knew better
t han t o argue. nRnOkay. 0O St
woman,pondering the magic in the air. She could
almost taste itl want that!

Al e x a slmwill ndaver lapperij my clever
host. Now show me your hombut control your
t houghts or 106l be gone i
find another sucker. o

Amber hurried agr her, lips clamped shut.

Edward motioned the othenento come with
him, frowning. He hated Alexa being alone with
people they didndét know, b
pitiful survivors without help.

The rest of the bowling alley people stayed out
of the way, watching with worried eyes and low
multters.



ChapteNine

Ready To Go

1

Billy walked behind Edward as they cleared

the hallway that led to the bathrooms. He stopped as
the past slapped him.

AAdri an! Headl i ghts! o

Jeremy and Seth ran toward him.

People moved out of the way; everyone stopped
bowling. Strikes and cups fell unnoticed.

Adrian found Neil and Kyle in the twitchy
crowd. When he motioned, the men rushed toward
the front doors. Both their teams fell in behind them
without being called. Tkiwas their job.

Adrian pulled the plug on the music. The silence

was al most a relief. Alf vy
form a line inside the door. Doot draw your
weapon. Everyone el se, st a

of Seth on his heels, Adrian pulled on his jacket,

then opened the holsters of both guhsst in case

He was hoping for survivors, but the odds were high

that theyd6éd drawn a threat
A Wh e r e ?a0 stréde inio the storm with

Doug and Nei l flanki ng, b u

point out what could only be the headlights of a big



truck moving through the heavy snow. Adrian
signaled to Doug, storing the fact that Kenn was
stil | nowher ellthe doctdr e hbiso u n d .
patients. Put up tents in the lea of the alley. Get

some heaters in them. Have the cook start a fresh
batch of meal s. o

Doug was still scribbling the information as he
and Neil left, dividing the list.

The semi pulled into the lot, waag around
deep drifts that were as hard as concrete blocks.
The inside light of the rig was on. Adrian counted
four middleagedmales crammed in, their hands in

View. ALesson three, Eagl e

Nothing happened for a second, then Kyle
reacted, drawinchi s GI| oc k.. A Weapon :¢
shoot unless | do. o

The other eight men immediately dropped back
to form a neat, wide V, aiming their guns at the
windshield.

The driver reacted fearfully. Gears squealed in
protest as he stopped the semi a good forty feet
away, sliding a little in the thick slush.

Adrian said nothing, waiting.

Kyl e motioned his team f
di sarm. Go! o

They went in a hurry, like professionals from
before the war. The truck was surrounded before
Adrian finished grinding out hismoke.

AYou okay?o0



Billy shook off the past, noddedeing on
Kyl eds team had beeinStgridat
putting pieces together. o
AYou | ook I i ke youdve se:¢
nFeel l i ke 1 1. | 6ve been
That intrigued Edward, but they hagbé to do.
He made a note to tell Alexa as he led the new man
through settingup a security perimeter. When Billy
did it without slipups or questions, it added to the
mystery of how he knew so
methods.Edward began tos us pect t heyOc
trained by the same person.

2

AWedre up and running.o
and Amber in the rear room of the bowling alley a
short time | ater. ARooki es

Al exa pointed at an empt:’
there. o

Edward diallardert | i ke th

Al exa felt the same way,
had an uninterrupted eight hours of sleep. It was
wearing on her. She assumed her crew felt the same
but didndét want to admit t
avoid it. They were going to notice her fegérskin
soon and insist on medication. She was going to let
them.

AWe stay uandsplregp yi n.ad eA
di dnot Ik waould wdnkaf lexa wanted to
sleep at night.



ANoi se doesnot keep us f
does. 0 Al exa thegideoddaskway b
her next question about where they were headed.

She could feel it comingoutshed i d n o6t have

patience to deal with 1t.
already been told had worn through the little bit of
politeness shedd retained

Edward stayed on her heels, curious as to what
Alexa would do now. When they were alone, this
would have been personal time, but with so many
strangers here, he expected her to mingle for
di fferent versions of thei

Alexa went to thénallway and took the steps to
the basement, following the feel of Safe Haven. It
had been hitting her in strong waves. She was going
to satisfy that curiosity now.

Edward watched her slow to scan tpaint
chippedwalls. He joined her as he realized sheswa
searching for a sign or m
same in the places theyod

A | wa n thelppmetur aion both new
Al exa didnot respond to hi
can drive anything. Mark can fight anything. Make
use of them wisely.o

il will .o Edward noticed
at the same time as Alexa. They moved in front of
it, both frowning.

Al deas?o0

Edward shook his head. A
remove whatever is underito o . 0

APersuasion, then?o



fnYeahdel Hber at ed. inBut n

has her story t oo me mor |
threaten the kids. o
Al wonodét do that. o
i wonot either. o0 Edward

the paint. It chipped off with the under layer. He
stopped to keep from ruining more of it.

Al exa sighed, staring at
came here. Theyore not | yi

A Wh at about her redhead
whatever he i1is?0

Al exa grunted. Shedd alr
ANot by force. Ki ndness mi

AShalol wlarm him up?29

Al exa snickered. AnBy all

|l i ke my guys ready to go. o
Edward laughed hard as he went upstairs.
Alexa stared at the wall, haunted by a message
she coul dnodét read.

3

AHey. 0o Mark | eaned i n as
r o u n d sboss fie@ds another daxéo

Daniel opened his palm to reveal three pills.

Mark chuckled, returning to his constant scans
of the bowling alley and the front entrance. Billy
stood outside those doors, watching the town.

Daniel lifted a brow at Edward, wheasnow
standing by the basement stairs.



Edward motioned a job trade, sending Daniel
down to the boss.
Daniel loved the way they worked together. He
and Edward could communicate without speaking
In most situations. He hoped the neentried hard
to fit in the same way.
Alexa held out the smoke as Daniel joined her
I n the dank basement. ATr a
Daniel dumped the pills into her hand, then took
the smoke. He enjoyed the strong tobacco,
wondering what shedd been
ANow your dose. O
Daniel fished out a second set of medication. He
gave the smoke back to get a drink from his canteen.
He c¢ o dry stvallowthem the way she could.
AThis time tomorrow, I [
waking from a long, restful sleep. | expect to pick
up wherewel eft of f . O

Dani el grinned. Al 6d be
whil e we sl eep. 0

Alexa used the sparks between them to dull the
pain in her shoul dewvwery AndDor
cl ose. o

Dani el 6s amusement fade
per meated the ais, dS$MWhaget
AExcuse me. o The redhead
throat . ASorry to interrup
Dani el moved on at Al exad
AWwWhat can | do for you, F
The | ocal flushed under |

me. 0 He opened his mouth t



Al exa hel ddoubpwedavétame fdr.
that. My man is going to insist on talking with you

A

as a cover. He 61 | wor k out

we are honor bound to see

AAnd to avenge it i f neede
Relief flooded his face.

ask. o

nGood. | t 6s easier that

what she wanted from him yet. It would depend on
Edward. A masterful strategic planner, he often

empl oyed tactics that us

against them. That skill in a man was sexy.

Alexa took the rear stairsip from the basement,
sharp gaze picking out
sure the people here were capable of. They had
power, though none of the lights or appliances were
running right now. They
The spiced, heavyduty cords nailed to the ceiling
spoke of someone with electrical experience. She
assumed Safe Haven had done it during their brief
stay. She also attributed the covered windows to

them. A | | Amber 6s tal k of doi

been liesThe people survivig here were irerested
in material possessions, not hard work.

Shedd seen it in their
had become clearer after
the living quarters. The girl had left her to wander
on her own after a few questions abda huge bed
and luxurious carpetthat were secured by heavy
reclinersand entertainment centers. She expected

\
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those televisions and stereos to be used when it got
dark.

The only credit she could give them was
keeping it off during the day, but she suspédct
Amber had designed that so workers would work
then and not to conserve power when the sun
provided more than enough light. The fact that these
people werestill alive spoke volumes. They had to
have a deal with someone o
metyetAl exa was betting on t
all through the building now, including the narrow
attic space. There was no one else here.

Subdued voices echoed as she reached the
dorm. Alexa lingered in the doorway to observe
unnoticed for a few seconds.

.tell them. o
| bet she knows already.

A We have company. 0 Ambe)
companions.

The three females flushed or dropped their eyes
upon spotting Alexa.

Amber flashed a bright S
about turning power on early in honor of your
arriva | . 0

ANo need to do anything
been. 0 Al exa dreaded them
apocalyptic darkness. It made this building a target
and she was pretty sure Amber knew that. Which
meant the same as them being aliiey hada deal
or a protector. Alexa chose to get that answer now.

Als this everyone?o

) B 1}



Amber nodded, turning to scan the four dozen
souls |l ounging behind her.
work crew today. o Her voic
to be a | ot more of wus. o

ABefore tyoout wendhunker t h;:
|l et you in?0o

Amber 6s jaw dropped. AY ol

Steps echoed from the hall.

Al exads | ip curled. AYour
i ntelligence is getting ti

Amber fl ushed, rai sing a
d o nudderstand how you know so much about us.

All your guesses are right

AWhy did they | et you gc
oward the children in a |
he feel of rape babies. o
AWhat does that mean?o0 AT
her hip in instant efense.

t
t

AYoudd die for them, but
men here donot |l i ke your
because you keep them away

Amber refused to answer.

Billy appeared in the hallway ahead of Alexa.
He stayed in the shadows, out of sighthaf locals.

AThe men dondt seem to be
you have going against me. | feel their hesitation,
their fear. o0 Al exa heard D

AWhy dondét the gqguys | i ke vy
Amber frowned at Daniel, who had a knife in
hishandandigl i ness on his face

onefrown? That és some training



Altés | oyalty and [ ove. 0
the girl. ASomet hing you
surprises you instead of bringing fear. Another clue.
Should | stop piecing togetheryquru z z | e and g

APl ease dondt! o Amber ds
AWe sold ourselves to the
taking our men, but not all the kids are from those
months. Some reallwere bought r om t he sl a\

ABut none recent ]l gover Your
a year .o

The girl dés eyes darted t

help.

No one came to her rescue.

AConfess your evil. Sl eej
Al dondt...canodt. . 0
AWhat happened a year ag:¢
AThe soldiers came for wu
aplushreclinerrer t he door. MAThey
ki ds, but our men woul dnot
to make a hard deal to kee
AYou promised to sell ou
for me?0o

Amber gl ared, eyes burni

, Who théyr e wh

I descendant s
d are the r ¢
r
h

a l
hunt . Your Kkin
your fault wedre al/l force
ourselves to those bastard
Alt never ends. 0

Alexa sighedfeelingpai n she coul dn
Not all ofy Awabse rad sl iset otrhi s

often do they come by to e



AOnce a month. They del i\
control .o

Al exa frowned. ANo mor e
certain femal es?0o0

ANo mo r enlywahtldesgendant children
now. 0 A mb e r hepfeesandwent to the play
yard where a dozen toddlers were enjoying soft
toys. ATheyore going to ki
good enough for them. o
nHoOw Iong until the next.
ATheyore a day | ate alreece
k, we thoughtyouwee t hem. 0 Amber

toddl er shedbd been ca

ANow that a descendant h a s
any value. Your arrival may have killed the rest of
us. O

Alexa left the dorm.

Daniel stayed on her heels.

Billy lingered in the shadows of the opposite
hall, listening to the locals for new information. He
heard only tears and angry declarations to fight
when the soldiers came.

Alexa slowed to let Danigleachh e r . ARDo VYo
believe them?o0

Dani el S h r stogy gorirdtls betfeff bui s
therebds still something sh

ARnAgreed. Edward is talkir

Why dondt you work on the
AYou got it.o He turned
hallway.



Alexa kept going straight until she reached the
main loung.
Mark met herandf e | | I n step. N F
secure. o
AWedre going to have hea
point . |l 6d |Ii ke somet hing
I

you t el the new man to ha
ASur e. Bet hedd be happy
A Ma k e ,with wide arrgs. | suspect the guest

i st  wi |l be extreme. 0

4

Billy climbed into the cold tank and shut the
hatch. His cool demeanor fell aside as he sat in the
darkness. Tears rolled over hsfubble layered
cheeks to drip into his dusty lap.60 m crazg t

Outside the tank, the wind howled in
anticipation of nighthll. Grit blew over the street,
covering evidence of human presence. If not for the
glow of lights, the town would have appeared
deserted.

Music blared, ending the eerie silence.

Billy wiped his eyes and began digging through
the kit near his seat. The sei from the bowling
alley would cover his movements. Alexa wanted a
big bang when the soldiers came. He planned to
give her that and more. Anything she wanted, she
would have, no matter the cost.



It took Billy two hours to set the surprise party.
Filthy al over now, he returned to the tank to collect
his belongings. He didhknow if Alexa would want
to do anything with it, so lid made his own choice.
He had spent months with the taakdhad a lot of
adventures. 't didndt seem

Billy settled in the cold seat and flipped on the
light he had put up shortly after liberating the tank
from an old army depot witlazy security. A faded
pink, handmade card stuck under the edge of a map
drew his eye.

Without reading it, he slipped it into hjacket
pocket. He refused to think about why as he
collected the rest of his belongings, then spent a few
minutes encouraging people not to fire the tank. He
couldrid bring himself to destroy it even if he had
time, which he didd@. He could feel Alexa géng
restless. She wanted him inside with the others.

Thedustymanjogged toward the bowling alley,
eager to be with Alexa.

A shadow broke away and came toward him.

fiCan | talk to you for a minut@bout your
boss®

Billy paused. He gave Amber a warnirapk.
fiBe carefulo He could feel her about to spring a
trap.

Amber pushed ahead with her plafiShe
doesiit like us. | need you to have more honor than
she does

Billy put his hands on his gun butts in response.



Amber flinched but refused to back doviavou
know it as well as | do. Skiealready decided to kill
us. Including the kids.

Billy didn@ believe that part, but he waited for
the rest.

Al insist on sanctuary.

Billy snorted.ilém not able to grarganctuary.
Only she cam

AThats not true. She wouldnhave chosen you
if you didnd have honon

Billy studied the girl, trying to find the trap.

fWhat if | trade you for the truth about the paint
spot on the wall downstairg?

Billy didn@ mean to lookowardEdward. It just
happened.

Amber snorted in derisioriRed does@ know.
He acting like it to get attention from your
friendso

Billy wanted to deny her
face was resigned, telling him the conversation
wasrid going the way they anted it to. Billy looked
back at Amberiil cand give you what yo@re asking
for. | wond@ go against her, not for you or anyone
elseo

Amber pointed at the babies in the playpen.
AYoudre sworn to prégemoect t
allowed to shirkthisduty | 6ve offered a
payment. Obey the code.

Billy felt those words in his heart. She was right.
If Alexa ordered him to kill the babies, he would
refuse fiWhats under the paind?



Amberts face melted into ugly hatrefilt said
not to trust the kidg of the people who used to live
in this town. Wée dangerous. Amber left him
t her e, not wanting Al exa t
Billy stared after the girl in dismayAl e x a0 s
going to order me to kil
wit hout hesrbewdrthymodeinSa@! | n
Haven again.

5
AWherebdbs the new guy?o0
Daniel glanced toward the main lobby. He could

see the wal/|l to thétllall ey
making himself wuseful .o Da
as his words regiafdwelaye d. 0

but heds the new guy?o

Mar k grinned, nodding. A"
Dani el chuckl ed. i We 61 | :
that . o

Mar k, who hadnét turned f
a step backward to make their conversation more
private. AHow canlthayexnloa
heard this much noise in..
AFour years?06 Dani el put
and forced a turn so that he could view Alexa and
Edward in the corner bedrc

after he finished talking to Red.
AYeah. o



Al dondét t h.inhkDasrhieeli st warsn
again taking a teaching
everywhere el se before you

Mark scanned the front lounge seats, where a
dozen people were getting drunk while playing
cards.

Next to them were another dozen, all men,
sitting on window ledges with beers and tense faces

On the other side of the alley, the women and
kids were sequestered in the corner with armed
sentries made up of the toughest fighters, Mark
assumed. He doubted they
men attacked.L o we r numbers di dn
fight like this. Neither did guns. If the men rushed
them, a few would die, but the women would lose.
Mar k di dnot know the dynar
was in the air despite the attempt to make this look
like a party.

Mark ganced at the bedrolls now, trying to find
wh at had triggered Dani el
wasnot sl eeping.

0 d
0t

Dani el had been keeping
movements. AnShe has her gu
Mark narrowed in on the
empty holster, the looked away, not wanting to

draw attentioriohetr A Youdér e sharp. I
crewmate. 0

Dani el snickered. NnSo doe
AThen why a new guy alre:
Dani el reali zed Mar k was
tobethenewgys o youdd get the t|



Mark grunted.

Daniel s amusement faded.
not the other way around.

Al d&m sorry. o0

Dani el sighed. nWe all f
adjust with time. The new guy wilbdb when she
adds the next man. o

Mar k wasnot ays Hepatitasidat t o
He had a job to do now, something to live for.
Ruminations could wait.



ChapterTen
Initiated

1

T he music and movies grew louder as it got

later.By 4 am., noisewasblaring into the darkness
in window rattlingbeats. No one couldear trouble
coming, but the males in the windows kept scanning
the town around them. Mark was pleased by that,
butalsouneas\s o met hi ngi6s about

ACompany! O

AHeadl i ghts are coming!

Altos them!o

Mar k observed Al exabs r
of his eye, admiring the smooth roll to her feet.

A tank rumbled to life under the chaos.

The music shut off as men leapt to the floor and
rushed toward the main entrance.

Edward kicked the blankets to the corner and
took Al exads right.

Alexa observed the lats to determine the
biggest thredthem or the coming soldiers.

ATell them nol!o

AWedbre not doing it thi

The women lifted guns toward the men.

Instead of a fight, all thenennodded or called
agreement.

€ c
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That 6s okay. o
You dondét have to do it.
Well go with them this t

Alexa saw guilt and fear cross the face of every
female. She spotted thdever trap. Thewomen
were using the slavetaw to keep thanenhere.

Boom!

The tank fired, jarring windows and people
from being so near to the alleyalk

Alexa laughed.

The rest of her crew observed as the tank rolled
toward the line of jeeps. Ahead, the transport truck
flamed.

o1 3Ot 3N

A Wh at S he doing?!0 Am
ATheyol | send more men! W
after youbve gone! Make hi

Alexa shoved by the woman without responding
to her panic. She waved at the redhead staring at
them in fear. fAPick your s

Red lifted a shaking hand to point at Edward.
AHIi s plan. o

Alexa nodded, moving toward the play yard.
Edward had filledher n as t hey rested
a debt for this.o

Red joined her, ignoring the angry, fearful
women who didnét try to st
want . o

AYour |1 fe for |  owi ng i

Redwinced,buthed i d n ot l T nch frc
Altds what | deserve. o

a
f



A Y ekt that will work to your advantage in
this moment. Pick one. 0
Red reached for Amber 0s t
Amber screamed, rushing toward them.
Edward put out a boot and tripped her.
Amber went flying onto the carpet, thudding
into a table.
Red gentlysettled the toddler on his hip. He
turned toward the main entrance as the rest of the
women grabbed their children or went to help
Amber. None of them tried to stop him as he took
the child outside.
Alexa stayedearthe doors, surrounded by her
trio of hadasses.
AWhat 6s going on?0o0
AShoul d we run?o
ATheyodre going to kildl u s
The locals were panicking, no longer separated
by their hatred, but bonded through their terror.
Gunfire exploded outside.

AWhat i s he doinlg with Al
Alexa had been waitgqn for that question.
ATratdmhgr your l i ves. You
your freedom, so now youol
they come 0

AYou doéthat 6ot

AYou promised to help us!
ARGet out of my way! o Ambe
crew without ¢ rammaut.the @dtiov e!
AGi ve me my baby!o



Alexa grabbed the woman by her jacket and
spun her back into the | ob
your body and my | i fe! Now
t hat matters to youl! o

Locals cowered from Al ex:
the saind of the tank firing again.

A jeep exploded ito rusty metal shrapnel.

AKeep them inside. o Al ex:
her crew to deal with locals.

Billy used the glass in the buildings on either
side and spotted Alexa coming up behind the tank.
The bigredhead with a baby walked near her.

Billy waited instead of firing again, letting
Alexa take over the negotiations.

The soldiers were cowering from the
unexpected tank. Three of the ranking men yelled
orders, but no one listened to them.

Alexa halted neixto the tank so that she could
be seen and heard uitb | ock Bi I I yos | |
She glanced at the tiny viewing window, gave him
a nod.

Billy activated the spea
charge? Come forward to t a
have five secaths . 0

Silence fell as the soldiers observed in shock.
Shadows moved into the darkness, abandoning the
fight. Others came forward.

fnThat 6s her! o
fnWe have warrants for hert
AnMIi tchel!l Al exa Mitchell



Soldiers ran forward, forgetting about the tank.

Billy fired.

Another jeep blewp, scattering the soldiers.

AThat 6s my baby! o Amber
through the crackling flames.

Red kept walking toward the soldiers.

The soldiers regrouped as they realized Alexa
did want to talk. They ignored the man with the
child coming toward them.

Alexa holstered, appearing to be an easy target.

Soldiers eased toward her this time. They waved
the man with the baby toward the remaining jeeps
to get him out of the way.

Alexa stepped to the front of the tank, allowing
the solders to relax as she blocked the turret.

Billy opened the hatch and stood there with his
hands up to complete the harmless image.

A dozen soldiers met Alexa a few feet from the
tank, leering at her and the bright bowling alley. It
was clear what they expect to happen now.

One of the soldiers gl ar
weapons, come forward!o

Alexa | i1 fted her hands.
to agree to my tealms and t

The soldiers laughed at her.

Billy felt the air shift to a deadly placand
stored the information. Th
She di dnbkbeinhglaughédatr at e
AFoftye seconds. O
The man i n charge frowne
pl ay. What are your terms?



nLet me take these peopl
government bunker. lgret t hey exi st . 0O
The man | aughed again. n
Alexa delivered her own trap the form of a lie
that they wouldnot see thr
blufferi Because the baby behin
chicken pox through the air. In thirty secondsyym | |

be exposed. o

AWho cares about chicken
The soldiers laughed at her again.

AYeah, weodre vaccinated. ¢
ARnBef or e t he war . o Al ex a
fingers to give directions to the crew watching
worriedly from inside the
ago.Twenty seconds. 0

AWedve heartdoa.haltt osu nsocrut
AWhat about the rage siclk

at their paling faces and jerky stops in the firelight.

\

AAs | 6m sure you know, whe
pox, 1t makes the vaccine
AYoudre | ying!o The man
toward the bowling alley.
rage sickness. We tested t

Al exabds smile grew col de
years. You forgot to keep testing them. Five
seconds. O

AWhat want®uo

nSafe passage. For all of
bunker. Your bosses can decide later what to do or
you can just forget about

~

ANo deal! I donot bel i eve



AHave it your way. o Al ex:
The locals burst from the bowlindley with
shouts and guns | i fted. St
arm them.
Alexa stepped to the opposite side of the tank as
the twilight shootout began.
Billy leaned down to grab her, pulling her up
and into the tank. He slammed the hatch behind
them.
The loca$, wound up by the guilt, killed and
died in the dusty street. There were no more words
of deals or surrender. Blood flowed over the ground.
AWhereds my baby?! 06 Amber
the man in charge, eyes glowing withe rage
disease 1 Wh e r dmbersstabbed adain, then
spun toward the next uniformed man.
Soldiers fled, shocked by evidence of the rage
sickness. They were terrified of it.

AHow did she know they we
with Daniel and Edward in the lobby, fighting the
need to god Alexa. She was safer in the tank than
they were in here.

Edward shushed fihalemo nWai t
i What final e?0
fnThe one she had iNbw new

be quiet. o

Mark studied the scene. The soldiers were
fleeing. The locals were chasing. The tleatvas
done.



In the tank, Billy pointed at a control panel
taped to t6aeg fhrudflf.. AAtheyour

Al exa swept the bloody s
view slot as she pushed the button. She wanted to
see it, see him, in action.

Buildings on bth sides of the street exploded,
sending fiery debris through the battlefield like a
gunshot blast but much larger. The line of military
vehicles vanished under the onslaught. So did the
people.

Alexa leaned against the tartlull as Billy
moved it forward.She watched his hands control
the metal monster in admiration. With limited
vision through the slot and the smoke, he kept them
centered on the street. Tt
the right or the left.

Billy cleared his throat.

Alexamovel t oward t he hatoch.
go get Red. He and the child are hiding in a
dumpster behi ntundmhmat @ s | ef

Billy steered that way using his mental map of
thetownthath e 6d spent hours wiri
the work, buthdhadnoét figured on |
wipe out the localstoo. Few had survived. He

di dnot l i ke 1 t, but this
crimes since the war. If she had a good reason, that
would help him put it out

nothing would chnge excepthat he would have
more respect for her ruthlessness. His desire to
serve her would never waver.



Billy drove over fiery debris as Alexa opened
the hatchandclimbed out. He heard the hatch slam
shut and once again let his tears flow. Each maémen
with her was magical becaugepr oved he ha
forsaken his duties in vain.

Al 61l 1 al ways | ove you, e\

Billy winced at the haunting ghost in his mind.
The little girl from the cave was never far from his
thoughts. The emotional responses her parting
words had delivered woulalsonever fade.

Billy let himself cry harder this time. If Alexa
took him to SafeHaven, that girl would be there.
She would say those words again. When that
happened, Billy feared he might snap in half. Alexa
wasnot going to | et hi m s
wanted time with her more than even his memory
restored, but that little girl as special to him in
ways he refused to examine. They had a bond no
one could tear asunder. That was dangerous.

| hope this quest takes a very long time and stays
dangerous. Then | may never have to make the
choice.

2
i Wow. O Mar k o b s esmdke d t hi
coatedmain entrance as the five locals behind him
continued to scream and cry.
AWhy did she do that?06 D
had come from Alexa.



ANow i snbét the time. o EAd
gruesome scen¢hath e 6 d mor e than h
arr ang e .ts tlie® neady to eave in fifteen
mi nutes. Webre helping. o

Mark and Daniel shared a glance of unease.

AWith the kids? Us?0o0

Edward coul dnot | augh, t
tone deserved It ubt ar t
coveringclothes. Red will lead us thrgh the rest
of 1 t. Heds had bugout kit
so he told me. o

Daniel and Mark had witnessed Edward talking
with Amber6s redheaded man
what they were discussing, but Edward had been
called to bed without giving them apportunity to
ask for details.

Al t homepiher ¢ hkat ed t he ki

Mar k snorted at Dani el 60s
turn t o teach. AThey hat
controlled their lives, told liesand threatened to
turn them over to the soldiers whenever then
complained about doing all the work. They used the
kids against them. o

AWhat about those | ooks \
AThey were planning to t
bunker, so they wouldnodét b

di sease. 0

Al nitiated?0o0 Dani els was
muttered conversation with Mark also allowed him
to delay handling the startled kids in the play yard.



AThe rage sickness gives
strength to keep power. Th
kids intentionally, to mak
leadeship. The guys have put up with it for years
because they refused to take the kids from their
mot hers. That changed when

AVery good. o Edward al so
sticky toddlers.Like the others, he dreaded the
coming child care, but nosanuch as Danieli T e | |
him why. o

Mark | i ked how t hat felt
female | eadership doesnot
feared if t he men have the

He pausediil s t hat what Isths6ve d
right?0o

Edward slowly nod e d . Al think so
spared the innocent and got rid of everyone

I nfected. 0

AExcept the kids. o Mark

kids had been hurt. Even R
had gotten out of range before the explosion.

AYes. We 6| | t a Kaee wihdree m t o
t heyol | have a <c¢chance to

sl aves. 0
ANo. 0O Al exa stood behind

All three men spun, dr awi
anyone come in.

Al ex a coul dnot smil e ei
pani cked positions certa

I n
target of the soldiers. Th



agai nst tgtonarthon Tthleegibd lown.
east, as per our quest. o
Alexa met the relieved, hofied eyes of the
locals, aware of the tank now rumblibgcktoward
the alley. AYou have infec
the ragedisease to others. It will restart, without a
moment like this to slow it. You knew that already,
but you let the children livel respect it and also
loathe it. You understand what a rough choice this
was for me?o0
Red came to her, bouncing the baby on his hip
|l i ke his mother had done.
wedve stayed and whatds h
started shooting them up wikmber 6s bl ood
thereds never been another
the best we can to control

AAnd when you candt ?0

Red kissed the boyds heact
and die on their own |ike

Al exa nodded. A Gdunken pea

when you get there and en
have with them. o
AWe will.o Red held out
for your strength and your
Alexa pulled him into her embrace. She
whispered, then retreated and turned for the exit.

ARCome awondgheyoll take it
Edwar d not ed Redos rel i e
foll owed. | t mi rrored Dani

having to help get the kids ready to go. He took the
guard position behind her, trying to piece together



what shedéddheoldd dRéd, abut N
the time.

David moved up to Edward
told him Safe Haven might be able to save the kids

I f they can keep them aliywv
Edward smiled, nodding to David in
appreciati on. |t wasnot a

given the men that hope, but it was a constant source
of pride that their crew leader was a good soul. Not
everyone could say that and mean it.

3

il 6ve al mocRussal watchey Alexa .

and her group, noting the destruction in their wake.

He hadii been sure how to conquer her, but an idea

had occurred to him. He could follow until they
camped for the night. The:
When they dropped out, he would gitadr.

Russell stayed two blocks back, observing the
flaming damage. The stre@ta s n 6t passabl e
stepping on glass, woodoncretepr body parts. He
didn@ know which man on her team was the
explosives expert, but he was talented. Russell
hadr@ seen this much damage in such a little time
for planning since before the waEven then, it
would have been unheard of to take out an entire
city block in only a couple hours.

Russell noted Alexa leaving the tank and felt
relief. He hadd been sure how he would get to her
if she decided to travel in it. He needed to catch her



off guard. The tank would have made enough noise
to cover his approach, but it would also have
provided her an impenetrable place to hide until her
supplies ran out. He didnthink she was traveling
lightly after all these encounters.

Maybe 8l take it. Russd grinnedatthe thought
of rolling around crunching over undead with the
tank. He doubted he would be able to use itin a final
plan because it made too much noise, but thatiidn
mean he couldih spend an hour playing with it
before getting back to theunt. Even a good dog
needed to be allowed to dig in the dirt here and there
to keep himselhappy

Russell listened to the cries of the few survivors.
All of them were injured, in ugly ways. While being
hit with flying glass was@i normally a death
sentece, when it came from four different
buildings and directions, those odds changed. Once
again, Russell didh think many of these people
would make it towherever they were goind\lexa
and her crew were beyond lethal. He whseady
to challenge them uih they were asleep, even
though he had an idea. Most Mitchels had a sense
for that sort of thing because they had been hunted
for so long. It was instinct to them. The only way to
win against a Mitchel was to hit them from the front.

Footsteps and voicesame toward his location.
They moved on just as fast, allowing him to relax.
He had no doubt about winning against the tiny
group of locals, but it was bettdrathe didri have
to face them right now. So far, @emanaged to get



through all of the slauger fields without Alexa
knowing a hunter was on her heels. If something
suddenly happened to the people she had liberated,
she might sense thdbo.

Hewas@d@ wi |l ling to take the
| 6 m s dn fact, @ never been so near to her.
At this distance, he coukkethe sweat running off
her profile as she turned to scan the crew walking in
a rough V behind her. It didnsurprise him that she
was attractive despite her scars or that he was pulled
toward abandoning the hunt to win her hear
instead. Descendants had varying gifts, but the one
all alphas shared was the draw that brought people
to them. Russell wagnhworried over it.| have my
hatred to seenethrough.



ChapterEleven

Circle Of Love

n Wﬁll make camp her

The menstuttered in their steps, exchanging
quick glances that asked if they had heard her

e .

correctly. Shedd AHclld t hem

Alexa snickered at their responses.

Edward moved to her righfiwe have a taid

Alexa shruggediDond we always@

Edwardchuckled iiSeems that way. | wondered
I f you wanted me to go

ANo. O @& Tcome ythree hours from the
bowling alley. She was nearing her limit agdiGet
them in there

Edward directed the others into position to clear
the club that appearedustly. The concrete walls
and metal roof had withstood the test of time so far.

Alexa motioned Billy to stay with her as the
others cleared the club.

Billy didndét sl ack 1in
her, smelling her.

Alexa studied Billy without lookingtehim. She
didnd@ hear him breathing despite the long walk.
None of his gear flapped in the wind. As he shifted
slightly to change directions, he barely made a

han



sound. She couldhsmell him. All of those were
good. That level of awareness, shared by Damd|
Edward, would make his training easier. She ldadn
noticed any of those issues in Mark either, though
the Convict was a little rougér around the edges
because heb6d been in an
hadré adjusted to the apocalypse yet.

Billy moved ba&ward until they were touching.
He felt her slight intake of gibut he didn@ notice
any other reaction. Hiswn body started to react
immediately.

Billy shut it down fast, not wanting her to be
intimidated or worried about having him along for
this ques He wasi here for sex.

Alexa used a simple movement to shift them
around, wanting a view of the opposite direction.
This time, his hard body against hers drbeat
Unlike him, Alexa didd@ fight what she wanted.
She leaned against his warm back, grinning.

Billy sucked in air and ted not to get distracted.
He understood how the alpha draw worked, but he
had also been without a woman sibedore leaving
Safe Haven He had learned several methods of
control over the years, but most of it involved
staying away from the opposite sexe Hidrd feel
like he was being forced into chastity by his past,
but he didid want to copulate with a stranger. Alexa
could be an exception to that rule if she desired, but
Billy had no intention of bringing it up or making a
move toward her. If she waad that, it would have
to come from her.



AThere are things we nee’

Billy nodded his agreemerfiAt your leisured

iwed | do it now,0 whil e we

He used the same movemehat Alexa had
shifted them with, able to tell he had impressed h
by catching onto it with one demonstratigiY.ou
feel Safe Haven on me because | was there. | left,
against their wishes.

fiMeaning you escaped. Were you a prisoaer?

fil was one of Adriaés Eagles

fiThat explains why you have more skills than
the otherso

Billy shrugged against heii taught the lower
teams, but your way of doing things is different. It
wond take me long to get caught up, though.

fAt some point, dl ask for details on youlife
in that camp, but not now.Alexa scanned the
horizon, calculating the time until the storm reached
them.filn less than an hour & going to be pouring
rain and wée all going to be asleep. We try to wake
every hour or two for a fast scan in situations like
t his. Foll ow Edwar drther | ead
instructionso

AYou got it. Anything else you needl?

AiTo know why you want to go back if you
escaped at the cost of your horor.

Her quick deduction both scared and impressed
Billy. fil have someone there waiting for me. She
told me | would seder agairn

AA descendand.

AYes. O



AYou have first watch. Pick a high poidAlexa
moved toward the porch, where Edward and Daniel
were now standing. She assumed Mark had been
placed on guard duty in the rear.

Edward fell in as she explored their den. He
wondered what she had been discussing with the
newman He had a lot of questions for Billy.

Daniel took a position in the center of the main
room, where he would be able to hear both sentries.
It was the new routine Alexa had discussed with
them a week ag Shéd known they were going to
get Mar k. Shedd been givin
they needed to train the new man, and to adjust to
having four people in the crew instead of three. Now
that there were five, more routines would be added.

He hoped there wdd be a little more space
between Billy and the next new person, however.
To be able to train them effectively and still keep up
with his own knowledge bases, he needed more
time. He was learning from Edward. Everyone was
learning from Alexa. Daniel knewhat would ease
with the more time they spent together, but at some
moments he struggled to remember what needed to
come next under her leadership. He looked forward
to having some time to shore everything up.

Edward went through the club, closing windows
and blinds, then covering those areas to avoid
shadows from their fire.

Because of the coming storm, Alexa felt better
about having them indoors. It wasmsually safe
because most people who prayed on others knew



weaker people preferred to shelter undler world
comforts. Hardened survivors camped out in the
environment and were considered a threat, but she
worried over the health of her men if they slept in
the rain. She and Daniel needed time to recover.
Edward would be fine, but Mark would probably
get pneumonia. Maybe Billytoo. The tall man was
also thin. It wasé@ as bad as with Mark, who had
pronounced cheekbones, but it was enough to make
her adjust plans to suit their needs. $hd to have
healthy fighters for this trip.

Daniel returned withoutrevealing what hel
seen i n any of the rooms
noticed Edward doing the same. Some of the
equipment in those rooms was burnt into his brain.
Some would be used for entertainment purposes on
a later replay while alone. Others, he wosjeend
the next weeks trying to erase®m his memory.
Hedd had no idea the human
into so many positions.

2

It took Alexa and Edward half an hour to secure
the site. While they worked, the new men stood
guard and Daniel set camp the center of the
building. By the time they finished, Daniel had
dinner going and spots cleared for bedrolls around
the fire.fiThe circle of loved

Alexa snickered. Her hormones were flowing
well enough that at some point on this journey, the



dirtier verson of their circle might happen. Old
world rules about companionship no longer applied,
at least not to her. It was one of the few true
freedoms of a person anyway. There was no greater
bond than to give your body to someone in a loving
way and have it aepted in the same manner. It
created ties that could only be brokamerlimited
circumstances. She enjoyed the benefit of the
pleasure, of course, but bonds were more important
to her

Alexa tossed out her bedroll, put her gear on it,
then went outsidér a moment of privacy.

Edward did the same, keeping her in sight.

As he finished, Edward realized the storm was
minutes away. Small sprinkles were hitting his skin
now. He scanned their shelter again, looking for
anything that might be a problem. He attadied
the area teseeif they had left any telling tracks.
When he was satisfied, Edward moved to the front
door to wait for Alexa.

Alexa did a quick scan and found Billy perched
on top of the club. She waved at him to come in.

Edward stepped aside sdies could enter,
waiting for the new man as Daniel continued to
stink up their den with wonderful smells. He was
the best cook in the group so far, though theydidn
know what Billy could do yet. Mais fare wa®only
passing.

Billy joined Edward buthedidn@ go in yet. He
could sense the senior man wanting to talk to him.

He didrd mi nd. | f he had been



he would have had insisted on this conversation
too. Alexa was too special to trust just anyone with
her safety.

fils thereanything she could tell you to do that
you would refuse®

Billy sighed. il want to say no, but there are
some ages that would bother me. The sex dbesn
mattero Billy deliberated what he had been thinking
about and swallowed a chuckle.

fiWould you, for anyeason, betray hed?

fiNever. The sam#or the rest of you. Wee in
this together all the way or until deaih.

Edward dug in his pocket and pulled out a small
notebook fiMake your marlo

Billy signed his name, wondering if that meant
he now hadprévdlwar dds a

fiShels the boss no matter what. If you have a
moment where you want to question her, talk to me
first. Thats the way she wants it. Feel free to verify
it with her or the other men. We are brothers. We
share everything, but she doé&spelong to 8. We
belong to hen

Al dond see how itould work any other way.
Billy was eager to be with people like himself again.

ACome I n now. | t 6s downt i
way to their campsite, motioning for Billy to help
Daniel serve the meal. Edward went ¢ollect
Mark.

Alexa began taking things from the pockets of
her cloak.

Outside heavierrain started to fall.



Daniel automatically scooped a double portion
into Billyé& bowl. He did@ need Alexa to tell him
themanneeded to be bulked uiwo.

Billy waited for everyone else, stomach
growling. Most of the rations lag been surviving
on for the last four years had been freshly hunted or
caught. Alexa still had stores from the old world.
Oddly, he was looking forward to theeeze dried
stew Daniel had put together.

Edward joined Marlatthe rear watclpostfor a
minute of silence while he scanned their
surroundings.

Mark peered at the sign, imagining the
seductive pose of the woman being lit up in bright
neon. His face turned red.

Edwad saw it and grinnediMakes you think
bad thoughts, doeérit?0

Mark nodded but he turned away keep from
saying anything else. Friendly conversations while
on duty were discouraged, but this was also
awkward for him. In his former life, Ii8@ never
shaed a woman. He was still adjusting to how it
worked. He did@ mind the setup, he just haiin
adapted to it yet. He looked forward to the time
when he would be like Edward and be able to joke
about it without being uncomfortable. He hoped that
would come a he got to know his crew. It had very
little to do with sex and everything to do with
personal compatibilitamongteammates.

ALetds go eat. o



Edward and Mark placed their bedrolls on either
side of Alexa. They began getting comfortable.

Daniel sat acrosérom her as he settled into
place with his bowl. For a few minutes, snaps and
cracks of weary bodies and moans of enjoyment at
the food were the loudest sounds.

Outside, the rain and wind picked up. With the
increased noise, the sense of being watchestifad

The leather couches and faded signs that
surrounded them brought blushesjickers, and
quick glances to memorize things for later. This had
obviously been a popular area for people to get to
know each other. Plush chairs in provocative shapes
and pillbws with lewd silhouettes littered the area in
front of a huge bar. Other than the layer of dust over
everything, it was a blast from the past.

Alexa turned on the radio she had taken from
the body of a soldier after the bowling alley fight. It
took her aminute to tune in the only station airing
now. Even this government channel wasalways
on.

i@ zones in the west are
continues to spread at a rate of ten feet per month.
Exposure results in contaminatior|ness, and
death. Mutatiorreports have not been collected.
The droning voice on the radio paused, clearing his
throat. fiTwo installations were infiltrated, with
heavy casualties. Anyone with information leading
to the capture of the subversives will be rewarded



with rations and wapons. Suspects are armed,
dangerous, and heading northwest.

Alexa belchedfiThat we are

Edward snickered, observing her for signs of the
evening to come.

Daniel was doing the same. Tlidybeen with
her long enough to judge some of heaictions. She
was often horny after a battle.

fiThe underground prison idtahis nolonger
accepting prisoners. Unless you have official
business or information on the recent escape, avoid
that area

Mark chuckled as he dug into his bowl. Daniel
was a god cook, and he had great company. His
mood was high.

fiThere has been no communication with the
southern bunker in 204 days. We have limited
communication with the Hawaii Center. There has
been no communication with the eastern bunker in
308 days. East Ceacommunication attempts will
cease in one week.

AThats good, right® Edward lifted a brow at
Alexa.fLess soldiers to get in our way.

She shruggediwWe can hopé.

fRewards for all fugitives have been raised by
5%. All employee rations have been cut 1§20.
Population levels are under one million and
dr oppd ngé

Rain beat on the roof in the pause.

Alexa stilled, listening to the environment
instead of the radio.



AA tank was stolen from a western
transportation hub, resulting in the deaths of half a
dozenmen. Rewards are offered for sightings.

The fighterdookedat Billy, who was shoveling
in the stew as fast as he could.

Billy paused, mouth fuliVhat®

Daniel chuckled, shaking his head. It was
amazing how the crew Alexa chose for this quest
was fitting together so well. They were alike, in
many ways.

Edward noticed Al exabs
began scanning for trouble through the radio and
storm.

AThis broadcast is now over. Please remember
Martial Law is still in effect. Military justice no
longer applies. Problems are to be settled on site, by
the ranking soldieo.

Static blared.

Alexa flipped the radio off and stored it. She
returned to her meal.

Edward noticed she didn relax and kept
scanning.

Daniel picked up on it next. He also began
searching for trouble.

Mark glanced over his mostly empty bowl,
frowning as his ragged black neck hair stood on end.
fiSo soon®

Billy nodded, scooping up the kasite. iAbout
one minuted



Alexa was pleased with her cretaut annoyed
that their first quiet moment together was going to
be interrupted.

fActivate the barried Alexa drew her gun as
she stoodfiDo not fire until my callo

Edward hit buttons on his veti controller.

Outside, hydrogen gas hissed from a security
perimeter around the club.

Undead ran into the barrieand burst into
flames. Their screams should have alerted the other
walking dead to a threat, but the mindless eating
machines kept coming. €msmell of burning bodies
was thick in the air.

AUndead bDamebvwatthee it tlirough
the window by his head, g u
because Alexa had.

An engine rumbled in loud rhythms of warning.
Insane snarls echoed behind it.

Slap!Bony hands appeared on the window.

Daniel lifted his gun,then stopped himself.
fiThe y Gheldoochiewomenb

iMakes sense OEdwargtbednobe he
to stare at the employees of the Hoochie Hotel.
Beyond being grotesque, it seemed disrespectful
beause they had died in bad ways. Almost all of
them had bite marks that gave him the cause of
death. Rage Walké disease was out of control.
Edward often wondered if that was the reason for
the war itself. Had the government been trying to
eradicate theidease orthe proafh ey 6 d Zr eat
Edward knew he was likely to never have an



answer, but it bothered him every time they
encountered the walking dead. It was a bad joke,

except the virus really had animated the corpses.

After the war, then Yellowstonblowing, corpses
outnumbered the living.

Al was hte with the barriecall.0 Alexa grunted.
fil was slacking. | apologize.

The men mumbled platitudes, uncomfortable
with her confession, with her humility.

The engine rumbled louder as Alexa moved to
window for a better view.

fltés the tanko Daniel frowned at Billy.iiYou
didn& disable it®

Al l eft a surpr iemrewe |
left.o

AANd when can we expect that surprige?

Billy shrugged.iilté&s not on a timer. It depends
on user erron

Thunder boomed. Behind it, came a cool voice
on a loudspeaker.

fiSurrender andd pick you up. Leave the
hardasses.

Alexasnorted siepping away from the window.
Undead were all over the grounds, but most of them
were on the outside of thveaste higlgas batrrier.

Al will fire!d0 The hunter was gleeful, not
bluffing.

ADo you recognize hin?Daniel had to ask to
break the torturous wait fothe deathdealing to
begin.

fiNo. Does it matte®



More undead reached the windows, slobbering
and growling.

fiNo.0 Daniel felt the cool shield fall into place
as Alexa strode toward the exit.

fiBacks to the wall as you come out. Senior men
fire first, therest twenty seconds later for reload
cover. This is rinse and repesbheopenedhe door
and stepped out into the rain.

Undead staggered toward the noise.

The tank rolled closer, leaving deep, muddy
tracks.

Alexa, Daniel,and Edward opened fire.

Mark andBilly began to count.

The tank stopped. The bar

Boom!

Smoke belched from inside the metal monster.

A man began to scream.

Alexa slid back into the club, waving Daniel and
Edward along as Mark and Billy beganstmoot

The hunter in thesmoking tank continued to
scream.

The undead paused, torn by the new noise.

Mark and Billy emptied their magines, then
slipped irside

Edward shut the door as everyone reloaded.

ASecurity check of the building. No noise unless
needed

The men wenguickly at her order.

Alexa watched the window. The undead were
headed for the tank. The man would have to get by



them to reach her, I f he

had beenperfecHe 6d ri gged the tur
The rain came harder, muffling scres, but the

undead wered dissuaded. They knew that noise

meant blood.
Alexa returned to the circle of bedrolls and

settled down with her gun in her lap. When the

others joined her, completing the circle, she waved

at their bowlsfiKeep eatingd
AWebne sth@moti ng anymore?o
Edwar d gr i n ndisappoiatedon®ar k 60 s

AThe Young and the Restl es
Al exa snickered. ABut Al |
The others caught on fast.
AYou are our Guiding Ligl

Aln all these Dark Shado\
AYeah, weodr e a Dynasty
Housewives. 0

Everyone | aughed at B|II3
AWell , these are The ay s

grlnned encouraging the good moment.

Il n Knots Landing. o

|l s there a Gener al Hospi
ARnWe may need one As The
Alexa brought the good moment to and with

her next wordsiiWwedl slip out the backin a few

minutes. Eat and get packeéd.
Billy and Daniel were relieved. They hailn

been sure about sleeping here veithmanyundead

roaming the grounds.
Mark wasstill disappointed.

ot N



Edward didid care eiher way. He was on a
priceless adventurewhere every secondwas
precious. Whatever Alexa wanted was fine.

Alexa dug in her cloak and came up with two
identicalvacuum sealefdackagesfiUniforms o She
tossed them to Mark and BilljiWWear my colors in
goodhealtho

Mark and Billy opened the packages and
donned the black cloaks that matched their crew.
The solemn moment was accented by the screams,
rain,and growls.

fiWelcome to my army.

Billy secured the clothing, loving the soft
thickness.yduwhearemydogs nex:

iWedre picking up another
monthor soto reach hind

All of them were relievedhatit would be a bit
before another new man joined.

fiWhat can we expect during that mornih?
Edward cared about her getting to rest before their
next adventure.

Alexa shruggediiOur number one enemy, of
course. That hunter probably called in our location.

The quest is going to get a lot harder mow.

Outside, the screams began to fade. The rain
came down harder, muffling
pleased despite the good outcome. That hunter had
been able to track magic. The next one might be able
touseith L et 0 s havenmlilds to coWweand shit
to shoot. 0O



Chapter Twelve

A New Lesson

Tennessee
Now

1

n Ww. That 6 s aWhereno | of

one spokeJacob assumed they were pausing for a
security check. He stood.
David also rose. ol 6ve (g«
Edward and Daniel knew the story was over.
They stayed wherthey were, waiting to see what
Alexa wanted them to do next.
Billy remained in the past, thinking about what
had happened shortly after they left the club. Alexa
had claimed him, made him an official part of her
crew. It had beehalf an hourthathe wouldnever
forget. After all t hese mo
for him.
Mark went outside, eager to stretch his long legs
and be alone for a minute.
been only months ago was a reminder of his
mortality. He could feel death watching nhi
waiting for the right moment to attack. He was
scaregdbuthedi dndét want his crew
AWe already do. 0



Mar k flinched at Al exads
hadndot heard her foll ow.
Alexa came to his side but only scanned the
nearby town. It was a¥eblocks wide and long, but
the buildings were stacked on top of each other with
barely a yard to share. The brick made for a good
shelter, but lit homes were dangerous. Lights at
night drew attention, which meant the locals
werenodot worr i eamightocometto any o

investigate.

Mar k was ashamed of hi s
what to say.

Al exa didnot ei ther. She

she could, but in the end, only fate made the final
choice on life or death. It was a bitter pill to
swallow.

A Wh e hapgerts, burn me. | hate the ground
now. O

Mar kos bl unt | ast reque
walked away before she broke.
Mar k went back i nsi de, w
himself.
2

Al exabs return was sil ent
of the stairs as she descendEe@r crew assumed
shedd <climbed in through

grateful she felt well enough to dbat When she
went to the kitchen table, Edward hurried to clear
the years of dudtomit.



Alexa slowly settled onto a bencithe table
filed as Alexaab wed her thoughts t
been gifted and cursed before. Neither of those
iIssues had changed, though both had increased in
severity. She would work
given.

AJoin me. o Alexa control |
normal. Her body was stithanging on the inside.

Shetook a paper from her pocket and placed it on
the table. fADo you recogni

The tense silence told Al
Knowcdmihgn Wedre going to ha
some point.o

That phrase drew frowns and resigrsighs.

AAny chance theyodore frie
the upside down cross. Tlkanaticsof Afterworld
wer enodt | i k eusirighvannabes ofthe ol o ¢
past. Theyblamed men for the war, and thesre
willing to die to keepmale authority from being
reestablished, no matter how smtie role They
had been considerdthrdcore feministbefore the
war. Now, they were a rare meeting tlaivays
ended in bloodshed. THeanaticswere incredibly
bitter that t h e publ i c hoa theird t |
warnings abot menbefore it was too late. That
hatred made them quick to kill and reluctant to
negotiateeven for trades.

When Al exa dMalkrcléared lisn s we r
throat |t was oOobvious they
friendly.n What do they want wit



AHel p rateaahmomthreat, for starters.
Afterward? To keep me for the next fight they pick.

The Fanaticshave become almost as bad as the
government they oppose. 0

David scowledi You mean they f o
|l i ke you to fight?09

People like us, my peflexa noded. i Fi ght |,
breed, kill. Whatever slot they need filled that a
descendant can cover.o

AWhy dondét youéo

AJust kil

David nodded.

AfBecause they grabtoa | ov
force us to obeyWhen you challengethe y ou 6 d
besthave agoodplannd a gr eat <cr ew.

All six men glanced toward doors and windows,
put on edge by her serious tone. She respected the
fighting skillsof the FanaticsThat meant they were
arealthreat.

ATher e arhantesih thiozorg.arhey
sometimes wear the symwls and clothes of the
Fanatics,but you can tell them apart by the gender
rol es. They donoét real ly
They want the portals betw

AThe soldiers are a common enemy of all the
gr oup s, Mark wanted t8 be sure he knew
who all the players were.

nYes, but not the tro
time, theyodre hunting t

Edward thought he knew, but he asked anyway
to be surefiwho else are they fightirtgo

ops
h e



AThe new grotheeMdweste They
used to be part of the Bureau of Land Management.
Now, theyodre tax collector
lives in the name of a power that no longer has the
right to existThey 6 ve e xwaednd edl| exaas t

sighed. Al 6d hopedithouto get
fighting them. We still might, depending on the run
once it starts.o

The men assumed she meant that literally and
tried not to complain.

AThe BLM took weapons fr
offices and environmental protection agencies
across thesenidwestern statesand theyalso let
men have equal roles in their plans T h well-6 r e
armedand they get enough practice to know how to
use those weapons. O

AThey dondét have you. o

Instead ofnoddingat Daniel, Alexa shrugged.
AThey might haev.e lo@Gmenst |
strongest of my kind. o

AWedll protect you from e
her a comforting smile.

Al exa scowled. bulletsldbnl y r
webre challenged, weodll e |
battl e. I prefer no surviyv

All the menliked hearing that. Killing was part
of why theydd come on this

AWedre | ow on a few item
cup of the strong coffee and set it by her hand.
nYes, but t hat very ol d

breeding invention holds true. Wehal pull



something from nothing. The opportunity for a new
| esson has risen. o

The two men whooéd been w
brightened.

Al wi || assign you each ¢
next weeks. You will find a way to provide it in the
safest, yet fastestay possi bl e. o0 Al e
Jacob first. nWwevwatel Makeeed m
a list of ways for each, then sort through them for
two that fit our protein r
Billy. AWe may need a mode
miles a day gaability, with low noise and a trunk
space for me to ridéuring the day o

Alexa began to roll a smoke as it sank in for the
men that their days of walking in the gritty sunlight
were over. AWe needanddeapon
ammunition to put in them. Bwhrd, you handle
that . o

AYes. 0 He already had se\
A Mar k, | 6d l i ke you to
defense we can each carry.
Al 611 cover it.o0
fiDavid,] 6 d | i kowernyedial itetnso All
our kits are | ow. o0
David nodded. Injuries were common on a
quest.
ADani el S goi ng t o fi
communi cate even I f we get

David nudged the cup of hot coffee toward her.



Al exa picked it up. Al wi
duty, while figuring out how to keep the listening
boy from béelookged&t Edware d. 0 S
Edward didndét want to get
iImmediately rose and flashed a nasty gesture at the
window anyway.
Briands head vanished.
She gestured with her free harfd.Wa n t hi m
along or not, he will be, so make sure you factat th
in all plans you makaVe will keep Brian alive until
I can find a place to sta
t hough he believes he is. 0
Al s he corrupt?o Jacob
worrying over that.
The other men laughed at him.
Jacob frowned. AWhat ?0
Alexa nalded at Daniel, sensing he would be
the kindest.

Daniel stopped snickeri ng
probably one of the few good humans left in our
country. Wedbre the corrupt

protect him from us. o

Jacobds fr owealized theyweras he
right.

AWhen do you think our c¢
Mark needed to know so he could determine how
much time he had to plan surprises that were small
enough to be hidden in their pockets.

Al exa yawned, then shrug
Until | finish adjusing, we 61 | pl ay thin



Aln that <case I 6d | i
nexthafhour switching to t
was keeping track of ti
from you for sl eeping th

AAgreed. 0 Al e xta drifkothec e d F
bitter brew she usually enjoyed.

The mood stayed calm as threengot to work
on the tasks shedd assigne

Edward motioned Billy to watch over Alexa.

Kk
h
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She didndét protest. They
and Billy knew how to handle moments like that.
Hedd been very well traine

Billy sighed. Is she damned nowR? so, the

quest would be in vain.

Al exads | ight |l aughter wz¢
Altds sweet of you to th
She gave him a comforting glance, firelight shining

i n her eyvegoiigpdbmheroe to s
to bring him back. |l 6m t he
Safe Haven to come home. 0
his surprise. AYoudre hire
with an 1 mportant Poays S a g e .
Express without theponies 0

3
APut the | ight out. o Al e:
the cleared space in the basement.
The men did it without questions, but not doubit.
They didndét know what | ess
they cobhdrdnodot see



ARWebre going to eeeedval ki
to be able to see to fight
Edward smothered the single flame, dimming
them into darkness. He stayed where he was, letting

his senses adjust as Alexa started the lesson.

AWhen night falls, you h
coming, smell the changes that precede those
threats, touch the vibrations, taste the fear and the
anger. o0 Alexa dug in her p
object iIs.0

Alexa began throwing rocks at them.

ADamn! o
AOw! o

AHey! O

Men ducked the hard stings, protectingithe
faces.

Al exa dug for another han
answer passes. o

ARocks! o Edward rubbed at
AThey came from the Killin

| mpressed, Al exa paused.
that? Rocks are rocks. o
They smeldi dikleeroornSo
Move to the stairs.o
dward went without tripping over anything.
Hedédd spent a | ot of years
avoid soldiers. It had allowed him to find stashes
that other war survivors h

Alexa dropped the stondmckinto her pcket
and took out a different p
She began throwing.

A
A
E



Men cringed from the dust that covered them in
ashes of the dead.
ABone dust!o Billy hated
The others coughed or spit. Her aim was perfect,
even in the dark.
AMev to the stairs. o Ale

pouch. She didnodét give war
More grit flew across the men.
ADirt.o Jacob coughed, wi

AFrom where?0 Al exa thre\

Jacob forced himself to taste it. There was too
much gritinhisnos t o s mel | It . APo
hardware store we passed a

Alexa stoppedhrowing A Take the st a

The remaining men braced, listening to her
fingers scrape a new item from one of her pockets.

Small, narrow missiles slammed into their
raised hands.

ASticks! o David yelped.
my eyel! o

Chuckles echoed in the darkness.

Alexa struggled to talkthrough her laughter.
AStairs. o

David staggered toward E-¢
It out? Leave the eyeball

Al exadbds ai mthewandlaughatas s
the same time.

Liquid splashed.

Mar k groaned. AW ne. Strq
spat . ADusty, twiggy straw

AWhere did it come from?c



Mark struggled to think through the discomfort
of being put on the espot.
had it. We smelled strawberries while we camped.
Before the wolves came. 0O
ATake the stairs. o Al exa
Tiny cracks filled the room, popping in random
sparks of light.

Al | owm®oPsdadpe Dani el dance
cr acks atidybutake dn extra box? Tdh
I have i1t?0

Al exa tossed him the box,
stairs. o

The order was followed in confusion. All six
men had passed. They listened for her next order,

reali zing the | esson wasnbo
Alexasat, making i t t 1l e noi se. A Wi
now, my pets. Earn a seat

The guys sobered, including David, who had
removed the debris from his eye.

Al exa tossed something.
tossed a bit more.

ANut s?o0

AfBeans. o0 Edward clfemared
wi || be gritty tomorrow, b

Men chuckled.

AJoi n me, Hor seman. 0O

Edward came to her right without slipping on
the dirty floor. He sank down next to her with
thoughts of the name. She only called him that when
she wanted him to do something the othetis d n 6 t
know how to accomplish. Reminded that he was her



first for a reason, Edward chose a pocket and tossed
somet hing. AWhat is i1it?0

The men waited for the sound to be repeated.

Edward tossed again.

AClIl ot hégl oves?o0

AJoi n us, Dani el

Dani el waeuhaé Edwardsin the daak,
but he didnot stumbl e as
| ocati on. Hedd | istened f o
his place.

Daniel sat and waited for the lesson to continue.

Edward nudged him. AYour

Dani el grinned ihn tUhe da
What i s i ts¢dhnethitde t ossed

Silence.

Dani el reali zed hedd chal
throwing once. He started to do it again.

Edward put a hand on his wrist to stop him.

Daniel realized it was a secondary lesson on
adapting. H etd tdggdy & Blenhogedh e 0 n
Al exa didndét mind. He hadn
teaching structure.

AYour knife. 0 Jacob was

ANo. O

ASpare bl ades. 0 David se
them to the true lesson now.

AJoin us. O

David wanted to stagger aroutite room again
to bring more humor but d
Daniel and dug in his pockdbr something to
throw. AWhat is i1it?0



Billy struggled noWeto | &
call them biscuit®

AJoin us. o

Billy patted Jacob on the shoulder, then took his

place in the circleHe threw somethingd Wh at i s
it ?0

Jacob di dmYaurhesii g latt er.
AJoin us. oo

Jacob tripped over the st
lap.

AUgh! o

Not sure what had happened, all theeotimen
except Edward drew their g
landed in his lap, blocking access to his weapon. He
shoved the embarrassed man off them.

The others scrambled for light.

AStand down! o Edward bl e

just my evening | ap dance.
Alexa straightened as Jacob crawled to his seat.

Al d6m so sorry. | candt bel
AYour foot 1 s a weakness.
AAt some point, those we |f
y Ou. Be ready for 1t.20

Al will . o

AFi ni sh my lasgaviogrestlessAl e X ¢
Jacob tossed somethimgWh at i s 1t ?0

Mar k scowl ed. AThat bette
of smokes. 0O

Altdés wrapped. Dondt whir
Alexa and the others chuckled as Mark joined

them.



Edward assumed the seriousness had been
ruined by Jacobral waited for it to be over. He
could sense Alexa wanting to be doing something
else.

AnoOur t i me her e I S shor
alertnesbackt o her cCrew. il 6ve s
As soon as | 6m ready, weol

e
Themenwere almost relievedtohearT he y 6 d
only been herenalf a day but they were already
getting bored. That wasnot
staying on the road.
fiNext, Jacobwill tell us howhe came to be
scarred. o
Al will?06 Jacob cleared |
will . o0 Het tdoroikn ka ffraom hi s ¢
attacked during a service. One of the locals thought
| was a problem and tried
Jacobdés tone begged t hem
AOut of the blue?0 Billy
darkness.
AHIi s wife tried first.o
Men whistledand made crude commentdut
not Edwar d. He knew Al exa
told now and he was, as always, determined to give
her what sheo6d oalgdoitahcef or .
or whenever she came to yo
Jacobobs hands clenched |
touched her. She followed me around like a puppy.
Her son told the father. o
I n thick waves. AnShe scre



they stormed the church, t
She wielded the knife that
The men were silentirying to imagine the

scene.

AThey were in the middle
the sondrew a gun. | dropped to the ground during
the shooting. 0 sélidoatimrngtos wa l |
finish his awful tal e. N He
kil l ed himself. 0

Alexapassed Jacob a smoke.
t hem. 0O

He shook his head. ANo. |
find. 0 He shivered, haunt e
They cleaned it and ostracized me, but no one came
with torches or lies again. | rebuilt the chured

red art ed JJaeob litthesenske and passed

it.

AHow | ong had you been
empty pews?0

AYears. o

AAnNnd now?o

Al 6m yours until you r emc

a mistake and someone el se
Silent approval filled the warmingpom.

David broke i1it. Al got th
thefanaticsneeding you as a descendant. Is there a
personal reason they want

Al exa shrugged. thdtmyds en-
family may have offended t



ADuring the time your f &
government or during the time tgevernmentised
you against other descenda

Heads rotated toward David for the
disrespectful tone behind the reasonable question.

Al exa scowled at thre magi
ni ght mares before making o

David dropped his head.

The other men in the room made mental notes
to scold him when they were alone.

Aggravated, Alexa flipped on her light, then
gestured toward the stairs

The othe men frowned at David for the
punishment bustoodto do as they were told. No
one liked it when Alexa was upset.

David regretted questioning her so rudely, but
only that. Everyone had a right to know her father
wasnot the hero s hleadonedti e\
occurred to him that she had planned to tell
everyone in her own way, in her own time. It should
have, t hough. Al exa didno
sensdhatshe would have been searching for a way
to explain the complicated relationship between
Adrian and Safe Haven.

If not for his own time in that camp, it would
have been easy for David to overlook the signs that
Adrian had been responsible, at least partially, for
Safe Haven leavingmerica David woul dn
Alexa responsible for it unless shatanded to
continue his traditions. F
with Billy yet, but he would. At some point in the



futur e, Al exa may foll ow I
footsteps. They needed to do everything they could

to prevent that from happening. It woulde
heartbreaking if she took the same path.

Alexa understood the reasoning, but she
resented being held responsible when she had done
nothing to warrant such mistrust. Family curses
were hardtobreai | t 6me t o sl eep. O

Edward felt her restlessness. rtatched his

own. ATrouble is coming so
right?0o
Al exa nodded. AYes. OQur

pinpointed. O

Hoping he wasnot overste
out a wave of need.

Alexa stiffened. She usually chose the physical
moments that hagmed, but she also enjoyed a bold
partner . Al't would take th
into the small room Jacob had discovered earlier.

Edward followed, body already responding.

Billy nudged the others, directing them to the
stairs. LikeAE&xdméediodbhbeoheodd
the road. He approved of pleasure as a distraction.
Edwardwould serve her well and fortify his place
as her right hand. The others had tried to create a
bond with her when she chosegift them with her
body, but i tShebllawddtidem towo r k e d
as they pleased during those moments, but she only
responded to him so eagerly. They were all a bit
jealous of him for being her first. They assumed that
was why he had more liberties.



Alexa murmured something.
Edward came out a few swads later, catching
Mar kés eye as he went wup t
Mar k didnot react except
Not even a smile came to his lips, but everyone felt
his joy at being chosen to help satisfy her needs.
Neither male considered her illness or the pdssib
dangers.
Billy did, remembering a
had a disease that made her crave blood, but he
di dnot speak his concerns
control herself. Blood was necessary for her now,
but he had no doulbhatshe would starve herself if
it meant reacimg her father.
A Wh at happens if she get
oul dndét help but wvoice hi
|t ends, right? The quest
Billy shook his head, holding the basement door
for the others. AThat won
maybe, butvevead dbghuystt chacar
All of them tried to imagine what that would be
|l i ke but coul dnodot .
The men followedBilly, listening to raspy
moans that said Mark and Edward wexleeady
wor ki ng. It woul dndét take
It never doesBilly smiled. She was hard to
please in every other way, so it balanced out.
Billy joined his team for the security check.
They wouldrejoin her downstairs when she called.
Until then, she was in four good hands.

C
i



Chapter Thirteen

Big Things

1

AI e x a sueswhetetshe was when she

woke. Dizziness assailed her, making her limbs
hard to lift.

Pain came from a bright glare.

Alexa instinctively rolled over, bringing her
arm up for coverWhy is it so bright?

Al exads movement trigger
rippledthrough her team.

At her side, Edward sat up.

Near her feet, Davidodos gl

Jacob drew his gun. He di

On watch upstairs, Mark rotated toward the
cellar. He had memorized the soft, whispering creak
of Jacobds hol ster.

Daniel, on dty outside the window, saw Mark
turn toward the cellar and came inside.

Billy, perched in the tree in the side yard, began
sweeping the area for trouble, but he doubted
something had gotten through their watch. Daniel
had been crouched beneath the windedgke and
blended in perfectly. Billy had viewed enough
movement to be sure the man had stayed awake.



Mark waited, listening to determine the proper
course of action.

Daniel went downstairs.

AProbl em wup there?9 Edw
anything to suggeshat.

ANO. O

Edward did the same as Mark and Déwe
searched for clues as to w
sleep was normally the quick, hard drop of
exhaustion. It was unusual to wake near the end of
a cycle.

ABrighteo

Al exads mutter mtleuderd Edyv
The mirror shoved in the corner tossed a glint over
his face. He frowned. She
of light during theseecovery timesWe 0 | | have
clear our dens differently now.

Edward flashed a signal at Daniel, sending the
man backo his post. Someone would chastise him
later for leaving it without being called.

Edward dislodged himself
removing his cloak to cover her completely.

Alexa shuddered in relieSo bright! So hot.

Edward tried to be quiet as he covetbd few
things in the room that woulttansferlight from
anywhere. When he thought he had it taken care of,
Edward went upstairs.

Daniel was hunkered under the windoutside
again



Edward took a cup of coffee from Mark, noting
the Convict was wideawake AfYou <can
now. O

Aln a minut e, maybe. 0
He trusted his team, but he also trusted his instincts.
He preferred to have both of those confirm things
were okay.

RnSheos restl ess. Di d
Edward hated the thought.

go

Ma

we

Ma r k shrugged reluctant |

noé. o
AnSame. 0

i But neither o f us ar e
Mark grunted. AWedl !l tal
Edward nodded. A Or she

noticed something hinky, she already spotted it and
started makinglpans . 0

S
k

0|

AHow cl ever you both are.
Both men spun, startled |

at the top of the stairs.

Pale, Alexa dragged her shaky body to the
nearest chair. She sat, wincing at the dull light from
the smoldering embers of the last coffee fire.

Edwad went to put it out, but Alexa waved him
of f. Al 611 adjust. o

Neither man was sure that was true.

Mark pressed a cup of coffee into her hands,
noting the chilly skin.

Alexa nodded, stomach twisting. Now that the
thirst had been satied, hunger was ready to be
slaked.



Her men hurried to satisfy hetherneeds ashe
considered the new diet. She now needed both solid
and liquid. Maybe over time she would be able to
survive on either It was an interesting, awful
thought.

The stew,made by Mark, waslecent Alexa
finished two full bowls and a cup of the canned milk
theydéd saved for her . As
handed her a smoldering cigarette.

Alexa enjoyed the fullness on both sides. The
two lost soldiers had served her w&he &haled a
thick c¢cloud of smoke. A Ou
attentonl di dndé.to count on

ARnGovernment rats or unde,.
a motion to Daniel when he glanced through the
window for a check in.

Outside, Daniel repeated the motion to alert
Billy to a possible problem coming. They would
double their scans. Adrenaline would help get them
through the weariness.

ABot h, I e xgbllego unnoticdteif ma 'y
wedbre quiet. o She tossed t
could draw them here and t

Edward and Mark exchanged grins that hid only
a bit of worry. Enjoying her sexually, theresing
her eat two thick bowls of stew had helped restore
some ofthe goodmood

ARnWe either have to go qui
AToo many fohrosgh®@o0sneal
Al exa nodded. ANoi se and
Mot her Nature hates wunl ess



Most of her army has gathered. Those still on the
way have begun to sl aughte
had a brief peace, but I think our victoriesydaped

up those plans. Humans are once again at war, only

this time, there are so few of us that we may not
survive. o

nSafe Haven will stop it
soothe all of them.
Al exa grunted, but di dno

wasnot cer t aAmarica hhdethatpk|d pl e
of time. It would be many months yet before they
were even in radio range of Safe Haven.

AWe coul d gigatsaaw g oMawokit thr i

to sound casual. AFind a n
Al want that mor eAldxdnan Yy
sounded like i e | eader t heyod (o
breaking the tensioii But we have a | o

do here. o
AWe could train on the b
ANot against these threa
fought the temptation to flee straight to her father.
Her dreams had mapped out mostha$ trek so far
and that wasnét going to c
other choice. Every dayere saw them getting
stronger, gaining more information, gathering the
things Adrian woul dmeneed.
yet of the items they would have to takerg. She
hoped they would finthe resduring the trip to the
coast, where she would contact others like herself.
She had to let her relatives know when she left to
find Adrian. If she fell on the way, someone else



would have to take her placéhe queshad many
layers, with the barest chance of victory. Once they
found the camp, thegtill had to convince Safe
Haven to come home. That
might not even be possible after so long. Without
interference, Alexa expected that place to have
become a utopianethatshe would never belong

to now, no matter who her parents were.

A Wh at I f we donodthaduse b
woken shortly after Alexa left thebody pile He 6 d
taken a seat at the top of the stairs to listen while he
became alert.

Alexa rotated tward the Preacher.i Wh a t do
you mean?o

Jacob leaned against the wall so that he could

view both directions. n We ¢
fire 1 s.0
fnYes. O

AAnd we know how they p:
walk straight into it. The soldiers drive miles ait
theirwaytoavoidtunl ess theyodre t he
it. o

AAr son aon dMaaeskimoets think of

his past.
AWe could have a control
wave wil/l be easy, compare

The undead will burn. The soldiers will wdor

orders to come investigate. That will take a while.

We can have surprises wai-t
ASurprises?o



AUnder t he smoke, we C Ol
woul d disable their vehic
to find a way to finthatsh t
part yet. o

Mar k snorted. AWe have ¢
could ask for with the dead treesdr o c k s . 0

AShrapnel ! o Jacob sl app:
didnot | think of that?o

AfBecause youor e .Yootuobtdhe
rather pray it to death. o

A sharp glardrom Alexa silenced the coming
teasing and possible wrestling match. She often let
them go, but not now. She needed a plan in place or
she woul dnodét be able to sl
her once.fi | f we (goO Tright now,
through. If we make angoise, our quest wilikely
end. The numbers coming to investigate the
destruction of theHouse in theCorn is more than
we can manage al one.

~

0
nl s there assistanc

t

t

I
h

e nea
he sp
ANo. eWegbovme beyond heir
The fighters didnodot 11 ke
I f the enemy had massi ve
preparedo handlethat.

David tensed on the steps below JacobNe
may have to scrap all our plansé m pi cki ng
tremors. Anyone el se?0

Alexa stilled, searching. Had she overlooked a
problem? It was possible. Over the last weeks, she
certainly hadnoéot felt 1ike

Mar k thought of al/l



Al thought I was dreaming
Jacob could feel the calmness in the air now. It
wa s rodming.s
As they sat quietly, listening to the ground
beneath them, the sensation came again. The deep
thudding immediately reminded the men of a movie
series with dinosaurs.
Edward stood. dodarkbhi nk we
Alexa was already motioning him to tad their
outside men and dowse the lights. Whatever was
poundinpar ound out there didno
Alexa went to the narrow stairs of the cabin. It
led to the attic space that had a single window she
wanted to use. As she ascended, the front door

opened.
Billy and Daniel hurried inside.
ACl ose us wup!o Billy rus

draped his cloak over the embers to muffle the dim
l i ght further, breathing h

post.

A Wh at S It ?20 Dani el | o
remained near it toi®w through the blinds.

Billy waved at hi m, AShh!

Upstairs, Alexa and Edward watched from the
window, noticing the complete lack of movement in
the darkness. Nighttime iAfterworld was full of
creatures that preferred the dark, but not now. That
could oty mean one thing. Somethingery
dangerous wasinthearaand it wasno6t t |
Downstairs, the fighters spread themselves out
among windows and doors, straining to see or hear



anything. Billy wasnot s p
never left his post without being called.

AWhat about the kid?0 Mar
to wait for Alexa.

ANBMme!'St ay still ! o

Witnessing Billy so upset sent a tremor of
another kind through their group. Panic was

contagious.
Mark grunted in sharp annoyance, reminding
hi mself who they were. nSt

It helped all of them calndown They had
Alexa. They were gufighters,andsurvivors of an
apocalypse. They were far from defenseless.
AWhat is it?0 Daniel had
hadndt gotten a good vVvi ew.
Billy, now ashamed of himself but still terrified,
pointed towabid thendobor. 0
Thud. Thudeée Thu
Al ex a hurrying down t he
comfortt Al nt o the <cell ar, my
going, not sparing time fdheir gear
The others followed, also leavinpeir stuff.
When Alexa ran, so did they.
Alexa motioned toward the rear room.
They squeeztinto the tight fit without asking
what was coming. They no longer wanted to know.
Thud. Thudeé
Something big stopped outside the small house.
The fighters inside felt the cabin shrink before the
form.



| t sniffed againét hen n
everyone breathe.

Al exa didndét | et them eme
size didnét need |l ong to g

As they waited for Alexa to call clear, all of the
fighters were helpless not to imagine what was out
there.

Daniel had glimpsed a hugehalow and
coul dnot stop thinking C
dinosaurs.

Mark assumed a toothilled a monster.

Jacob thought it wasgiantlizard.

David and Billy knew it for the real forfa dog.

Alexa used the time to dig through her mental
files for mentions obuch a creature. When she did
find a dusty sheet, it held limited informatidmeed
to fill that out for future reference.

Adrian would require details. When they
reached Safe Haven, all seven of them would hold
valuable information about their hotaad Adrian
would need their observations and stories as much
as their skills with a gunwithout us, hé Icdme
home blind.

Alexa gestured to Edward at the other end of the
sandwich.

Edward eased upstairs to reestablish a watch for
however long they remainedd e di dnot e X
Alexa to keep them here now. Ready or not, they
were about to go roaming Afterworldwhile it was
dark.



2

Brian stared through the crack in his cover,
trying not to breathe as the huge dog sniffed at the
cabin. It appearetb be aSt. Bernard, but ten times
larger. Instead of aormalcollar around itghick,
furry neck, this dog wore a strap of gold that flashed
through the darkness likeebeam from a lighthouse.
Brian wondered if the glare had disturbed his
mother.

The dog thudded forward suddenly, drawn by
other smells, Brian assumed. He stayed still,
waiting. In this narrow cave, any noise would echo.
He imagined being in here while theast tried to
paw him outand swallowed ahudder.

As soon as he felt it was safe to, Brian began
repacking his gear. Hi s m
here now, he was certain of that and glad. Big things
were scary.

Il nside the cabin, thd exad:
same way. They didndét wait

Alexa was pleased. Each of her fighters had
survivedinAf t er worl d for years [
for them. They knew when it was time to go. No
amount of training was needed for that.

Alexa stepped outside for a ment of relief
before they hit the road.

Edward followed, giving her as much space as
she had oncetoldhim.Pr i vacy ends whe
doebkf ohe coul dndét hear her



Mark and Daniel kept the others working by
helping them when theylmwved. Alexa was
preparing to leave and stwasstrong enough to run
if she wanted to. They might be on the verge of a
sprint through the twisted darkness. The rookies
needed to remember the tra
far.

A Wh at about her sweohs? 0 J e
voice didnot carry far.

Mar k gl anced t owar d t he
shrugged. AWhatever she d
qguest. o

Jacobd i dnodt care for Hd he h
understood the total loyalty to Alexa, but it had only
been a short time for hinskome of the adjustments
were taking his mind longer to accomplish than his
heart. That bloody orgaalreadybelonged to hér
lock, stock,and barrel.

Jacob flashed Alexa a soothing grin as she came
inside, drawing a tolerant snort.

AReady fadvemé umexts o s oo

Jacobpatted his gun in answer.

Alexa chuckled, sending light through all of
them. If there was time to laugh, there was time to
escape.

Al exa motioned them towa
two minutes, Brian wilcome Her eds how t
to handledo



Edward snatched the door open before the boy
could knock, scowling.

Brian flushed, hand dr op|
to tap, but he could have waited. He should have
known they were aware of him.

AYoudbre coming with us ol
Il wondét watch you kil her
Al 6m not &ad |l owed to be

Edward grabbed the kid and shoved him toward
the others. Aln the center
stolen | essons. 0
Brian refused to argue further. Breaking their
rules or not, he wanted b withthem
Themensurrounded Al exads r
with a feeling of rightness. Brian would be useful,
they were certain of it.
So was Al exa. Brian woul
any other life. Hewas alreadyruined for settling
down to a peaceful futuréie would take his place
among the rest of their family as fighters in a war
t hey had nhutwera duky badind tosee to
the end
Alexa watched her crew move over to give her
son the rookie slot. She noted Jacob and David
eyeing him in relief. Hidriendship with those two
could be easily sealed if he did well on this run.
Edward directed the boyos
gear, still wearing that scowl. Brian would think
Edward di dnot l i ke hi m, bu
give the boy this chance.léxa had agreed, though
she hadndét promised more t



gi ft. Sheod gatthebankarTheret o t h
was little reason not to do the same with Brian if he
was ready. This run would provide that answer, for

goodorbad. Thedaws i de was I f he di
test. He would be sent back to live among the
shadows unt i | he | earned w

The life of a descendant child had been the same
over the centuries. It broke as many as it made, but
when successful, children like iBn grew up good
enough to provide the hope that balanced the
worl dés darkest hour s. Des
when fully developed, but children had to make the
choice between good and evil and they made it
alone. That was the epitome of free will.

Wise mrents had discovered that gifted children
who were raised this way were unshakable in their
loyalty to thelight. Governments had tried for eons
to discover that trick, but they controlled their
subject from minute one, never letting them make
their own dwoices. When a descendant was only
exposed to control, thegnly learnedto control
others.

Brian took the kit and went to the bathroom to
change into the outfit hebo
He didndét ask what was goi
evaluating sares of each man and from his mother.

He was being tested. If he passed, he would be
rewarded by his gifts being unlocked early. That
was all the information he required.



Chapter Fourteen

Old Friends

1

Sensing the right moment had come, Alexa

hurried her crew out into the cool darkness. The lack
of natur@® soises convinced her they were right to
leave. All of them needed sleep, food and to not be
hounded for a while, but

Alexa took point, leaving her senior men toko
out for the rookies. She set a fast pace through the
thick foliage, trying to be quiet. It was hard. The
weeds and bushes reached for her, as if they were
trying to slow her down

Edward and Daniel kept track of the new men,
letting the rest of the crewemain alert to outside
problems. The heavy crunch of footsteps echoed in
the silence.

Ahead of them, a howl split the air.

Unsure if the dog had sensed their presence or
simply smelled something else, Alexa advanced
into a run.

The rookies kept up at §t, but afteran hour,
they became more spread out than Edward was
comfortable with. He gradually slowed, knowing
Alexa would come to check on them as soon as she
reali zed he wasndt on her



Edward made the motion for them to stop.
Brian was glad offte break, but not because he
was out of breath. He had loose gear making noise.
He wanted a minute to secure it before someone
scolded him.
The seven males stayed in the thick darkness
near a large tree with branches that hung over them
like a carnival toplt made everyone nervous to be
without their leader.
ASomet hingbs coming behi |

feel it, though it wasnoét
Edward signaled them into the tree, like Alexa
had done with Dani el when

He waved Brian p last, wanting the boy close in
case he had to grab hiamd run

Edward stayed on the ground at the base, ready
to leap into the tree.

Thud. Thud.

The men exchanged worried glances that none
of them saw in the darkness =it felt. The dog
was coveringground faster because of its size.

Edward climbed into the tree, hoping the top
branches were high enough,
chosen would hold against the dog, hoping Alexa
knew what to do for this.

The night went silent again, leaviranly the
soundsof their breathing and the odd rustling of
moldy leaves in the tree.

Edward strained to view through the wave of
utter darkness that swamped them as the moon slid
behind the clouds.



The dog began to howl. Long and sharp, the
sound sent shivers over men amaimen alike.
A Come d oow nA Ispokesoftly from the
base of the tree. filt scen
The snaps and cracks of her crew coming from
the tree echoed loudly, but Alekapedthey had a
few minutes to get unddoetter cover. That last
howl had been a predator with something cornered.
Glad it wasnodét them, Al exa
rope to Edward. nGet wus se
Edward approved them being connected,
though it made trekking more difficult. He quickly
fastened himself to the next maniimg, then waited
for them to do the same.
As soon as they were dihked, Edward gave
two short tugs on the rope connecting him to Alexa.
She immediately took off running through the
darkness.
Edward was ready to be jerked off his feet, as
were Billy andDaniel, but the others were caught
off guard. It caused a nasty recoil that Edward and
the other topmen prepared for by anchoring their
rope and pulling hard. It kept them moving but
dragged the others until they recovered.
At the tail end, Mark groanedkying to regain
his feet with Briands boot
noise they made.
Alexa ran them hard and fast, but not nearly as
hard or fast as she could have. The sense of
something coming other than the dog was strong.
She followed the pull, tracking the light in her mind



that wasscreaming of Safe Haveh.o6 m r i ght on
of it. She slowed
AOver herel o
Alexa veered that way
Her crew hurried to surround Alexat the
unknown voice. If the person was a threat, they were
in for a nasty surprise.
A faint flicker in the darkness revealed a short,
older woman standin front of ahillside cave
Al exa didno6t ffemthethick e mi n
thorn bushes that lined the entrantat she did
frown over the noise as thajyl came through.
Al t ¢ an 6.0 Thédwomdntarhed awhy
before Alexa or her men coultkk anyquestiors.
ARGe in here far enough and
Alexa recognized the huge gouge marks around
the entranceand wassure her crew would as well.
The womandés torch was brig
in the pitch blackilluminating their surroundings
The womanlimped aheadof them muttering
about smells of poweiTheir guide was hunched
over and carried a dim lantern that cast odd shadows
as she limped through the tunnel. Her clothes and
moccasins were nice, as was her coat and scarf,
though it was all filthyShe clearly knew where to
scavenge or trade for old world supplies.
Alexa unted her rope, letting them know it was
okay to do the same.
Edward disconnected and stordds rope,
observing detailsHard packed from steady travel,
it was obvious that littlsunlight reachethis cave.



Green plants sprouted from the walls, but only a
few. Thepalebugs were large, numerousdward
hated how loudly they crunched under his boots.

The other fighters ignored that in favor of
dreading the awful feeling of goingtm a tomb
without knowing where the exit was.

Thud. Thud.

Dirt fell over them in light sprinkles as the dog
pounded toward the cave.

Aln here. o The woman t o«
sloping tunnel to the right that had newly removed
cobwebs hanging wildlground the entryway.

Alexa swallowed her unease to follow. If
trouble waited ahead, it wgwgobably better than
what t hey 0 doverigy that, steestadied d .
their guide gleaning more details.

The woman appeared to be old, but the spring in
her moements warned them to bewaoé that
impression She wasno6t a typical
shoe. This woman lived underground or at least in a
place filthy enough to hgudging from her mud
caked bootanddirt on every inch of exposed skin.
Alexa was willng to bet the rest of her body was the
same. The woman stank.

Ther guide took them through several more
tunnels before finally stopping in a large chamber
that had been rounded. Several more tunnels led
from it.

Alexa faced their guide while her men
surraunded themthenfacedthedarktunnels.



Als she real 2?0 Jacob was
Fields.

David nodded. 20dYeah. Smel
Jacob did, wincing. nOka)
Alexa stared at the womanrecognizing
contempin herslybrowneyes fiThantie you f
hel p. o

AYou owe me for it.o The
scarf to reveal gregnd brownhair in long braids

and skin as wrinkled as Al

AThe price?o0

AA tal k. o

Al exa nodded. ALead t he \
Al 6m your age! 0o Tdorddy wo mar
her boots. ASally. o

Al exa smiled coldly. AYeHt

a child with &hkbodidedt Hew
were at least ten years apart. Alexa was in her upper
twenties. This woman had a decade on her, though
it seemed like much more.

Sally flushed, rotating toward the farthest
tunnel. ACome on. O

Alexa smirked a bit as she gestured twdef
crew after the woman, then followed. The rest
brought up the rear, placing her in their center of
protection.

They only traveled for a few minutes when the
woman stopped again. A door with no key hole or
handle sat in the earth ahead of them.

Sally dugher fingers ito the dirt around the
frame and pulled the door open.



The fighters realizedtiwas a trick to make
intruders think the way was blocked.

Alt al so ke®ps out the c

Edward scowledAnother mind reader. Great.

Sally cackled, using her tore¢b light two others
located in the corners of the small room.

Last in, Mark shut the door, then leaned against
it to study their newest environment. Being
undergroundvould alwaysremind him of being in
prison. This wasnot di ffel
chamber was eerily like his old cell, even down to
the dried blood on the floor.

Sally squatted near a dirty blanket and dropped
heavily, grunting. She instantly sent thoughts of a
wild animal into every mind.

Sally flushed again but
automatic revulsion or cur
for the daughter of Adri an

Those words had an instant effect. The guys
relaxed, takingpositionsthat suggested they were
going to get comfortable.

Alexa sat right where she was, unwilling to be
closer to the dirty woman than she had to be.

Brian stayed by Mar k. Hec¢
went wundergroundeithebut he d

Alexa took a pouch from her pocket and tossed

It by the womands | eg. nSp
i n peace. O

Sally relaxed. AThat 6s t
at the men, cackling againrn

it with those. 0



Alexa nodded, not letting the woman get into
her thoughts again. fAThato

AYour f aitdhretr mwmstd fall . o

Alexa waited for more, @t sure if the phrase
meant anything to her. Something tickled her brain,
but nothing else came.

Sally |l eaned over to pic
told me to remind you that your enemies are
e v e r y wShestammed the trigger under the dirt
by her knee.

Alexa tensed as the ground shiftédo late!

Edward lunged forwards Alexa fell through
the gaping hole in the floore followed her, diving
throughwithout a sound or thought.

Mark stayed on the door as the others rushed to
the hole or to secure Sally, witringed io the
corner like a wounded rat.

Billy threw one of the fallen torches into the
hole, dismayed when it continued with no end in
sight. He spun around and yanked Sally to her feet.
AWhere is she!odo Billy shoo

Sally refused to.

Enraged, Billy dragged her toward the hole.
AYou next! o He tossed the
thought to stop him.

She screamed all the way down.

Billy dove in after her, praying for a soft landing
as he scraped a side, then banged into the earth. It
was all he could do not &hout



Mark and Bran were the last two in. Mark
picked up the other torch and held it over the hole.
AGo on, boy. O

Brian swallowed his terror and shut his eyes as
he stepped off the edge, but it flew out of his mouth
in a shriek that only stopped when it became grunts
of pain from hitting earth and stone.

Mark dropped the torch in and followed it,
hoping to see whatever he.hit

|t didndot wor k. He sl ammi
pit and barely felt the rest of the fall as he struggled
to stay conscious.

2

Alexa kicked to the side, pulling men to get
them out of the way of the others she could hear
coming downthrough the waves.h& fought to get
clear, dizzy.

Heavy splashes hit the water behind her. She
lunged upward, letting go of the struggling men to
turn back and do it again. If one of them hit the
other, theycould be seriously injuredrom the
impact.

The men were as dazes Alexa, but the shock
of the cold water helped, as did the fight for air
when they went under. Feeling bodies around them
helped theanenright themselves

A light flared in the darkness.

i C o u n tAnatherfhéawy splash sent waves
of water over the tredanl group.Alexa pulled the



man to her right and was sent under as the next man
hit, followed by a thin plink she distractedly labeled
as the other torch.

One more Shecounted dragging
lighter weight to the left, then shegthim upward.

She tookahold of his leg as he went, letting his
panicked paddling pull her exhausted body to the
surface.

ARSi x! o

nRnSeven! o Br i adiquidc armg h e d
paddling in furious circles. He hated the water.

Edward and David held | e xgaspirsg frame
above the waves as the others helped Mark and
Brianwhile theyrecoveed The light in the distance
seemed to be on land of some sort.

ARTake wudé A lheaxade tarelp much
as the men towed her;itder lighter weight was
being shoved backward bye waves She was
grateful all hercrewcould swim.

Tired boots scraped a rough stone bottom as the
crew emergedrom the water. Alexa scanned and
found Sally floating close to where they had been,
glowering miserably.

AShoul d | Biyyfurigus,twantegto ? 0
go get the woman so he could make her pay.

Alexa watched Sally struggle to swim, to stay
afloat in the light waves. She was being pushed
away from the shore. She
enough to make it on her owi.Y e s . By two.



AlexachoseEdwad to go with him but only so
the woman would be alive when she was brought
ashor e. Billyosilrhgaeewagset
Alexa signaled David and Jacob to takguard
post near the single torch glowing from a rock stand
in the center of the lanthat was less than three
hundred feet wide. She cou
I n |l ength yet. ADo your b
movesbut only shoot once. 0
It was a remindeto conserve their ammdo
one waseven surdf their doused guns would fire
now. Sometimes guns would and sometimes they
woul dnodot . | t wabathapawddy s a
as they were told, taking the wet weapons in hand.
Anger filled the cavern as thégegan to understand
the situation Sally had tricked them into.
Alexa tried torush her recovergo that she
could go back in the water to help, but the two
fighters werendét having tr
them, arms around their necks while they swam.
fiRelieve themo Alexa waved atBrian and
Mark. Long cloaks with all the deep occupied
pockets were a detriment in water. The two men
struggling to get Sally on her feet were even more
tired than she was.
Jacob and David kept rotating, grateful to not
see or hear anyone waiting for them. It appeared as
though it had been a trap teparate them from
Alexa or stick them all down here, but that torch
| mplied something el se.
captured instead of left for dead.



We ¢ a n 0 fThe gwe menaoealized it at the
same time and began scanning for a place to climb.
Alexa wearily trudged away from the water,
leading her group to the highesiotshe couldsee
Using her light, she checked the cave walls for signs
of flooding. Alexa scaned the groundhext then
pointed. fAMake camp there.
Themendi dnodt need to be to
camp. Anytime they got soaked, they needed to get
dry, but temperature also mattered. Most of them
were alreadytarting toshiver.
Without dry clothes to dwon, the fighters were
forced towarm uparound the fire. Irritated grunts
and nasty glowers were directed at their guide.
Sally followed the group, stumbling, but she
knew better than to speak yet. The mood was ugly.
She shivered nearby, trying to gedrm.
Al exa motioned to David.
first. It wi | | hold us fou
David carefully unsealed the baggie from a
pocket in his drenched cloak, handing the dry log to
Alexa so she could make their center fire.
AOur combi ned \Usiagdthers wi |
twelve to twenty hours, depending on what works

and what doesnot . Those
remaining logarehow | ong wedl | hav
way out of her e. Then we

around blind in this darkness until we starve.
Ther eldisnghnoiter e we can burn



The fighters all tossed new glowers or curses at
Sally, who wasnow shivering so hard her teeth
chattered.

Brian did the same, thou:
as potent as the ol der men
with Alexa that thg di d. He Satlyiasl n 0 t |
muchyet, though that would grow the longer they
were stuck here.

Alexa lit the log, packing it with her tinder. If
not for the baggies she insisted on her crew using
for the most important itemshey would be down
tojustheir working flashlight
wor king on that, we need m
noddedowardSal | y. A Get her warm
probably sold me out for food. You can see how thin
she is. o0

Billy stomped to the woman and yanked her up
by the arm, angier thatthey had to share their
suppliesl should have just killed her.

Sally read the thought and cringed from him.

Billy dragged her to the fire and began pulling
off her top layers. He spread them out next to his
cloak, daring her to protesthen he searched her
pockets.

Sally slid closer to the fire, hands coming out to
find the warmth. Bony claws rubbed each other in
misery.

AWhy does she act waske sh
still standing watcmearby

Al exa waved him toyward tl
can find out. o



Jacob took a seat by the woman, eager to hear

wh a't she knew. He wasnot
trapped. AWho are you? Why
Mark took Billyds spot (

Alexa, automatically adjusting to be close enough
to hep her if something else happened. He also
flashed an admiring look to Edward, who had gone
into the hole after her without a second thought.

Edward nodded back, a little impressed himself.
He hadndét known he was goi
the large stones dnsmall rocks around them,
listening to the sound of the water gently lapping
against the stone shore. H
rivers all his |i1fe, but h
his underground preference
ever been this deep.

Waning to be useful and to listen, Brian went
to the fire. He began assembling a meal from his Kkit.
He had a large enough jpatcollapsibleitem that
had been his favorite for a long tifvut no water.

Alexa passed him a canteen as Jacob questioned
Sally.

A Wh, what, when, where, why and then how.
Let s hear it.o

Alexa hid a curl of her lips. This was no time for
amusement.

Sally shuddered. A | cano
of that!o

nStart talking or we won
Youol | die before we do. o



The other ren approved. Theyere all doubtful
about Jacob being given this chore, hig words
said hewas as upset as everyone else.

Sally glanced at Al ex a,
time repeating the threat
taught them captives were to be usefeliminated
S0 as not to drain or distract them.

AA man came to me and of
food, upfront, for a chore | would have to do later.

He showed up last night and told me to lead you
her e. He knew | had a mess

AWhere are we? How do Wwe

c 0 u | seaarfything resembling an exit.

AA mile underground. Ri d

the wall s. There Iis no oth
ASo, you wer e dewnlperearsled t C
then what? Just | eave us?o0
AYes. O

Alexa chuckée d c o | y . AHe di dn

dl
probablywoul dndét be taking the
Sally dropped her head. I
A Who i we ?0

S
AMe and my Shestaredbeaokesly.
ATheyoll starve without me
No one held sympathy for her or the petsythe
assumed were dogs and cats.

Jacob insisted. AThere h:
Sally wiped her sl eeve at
out of heret o0 o . Il would tell vyou
Satisfied she wasnot |y i

at Alexa.Anything else? Did | forgetomething?



Al exa shook her head. i N

provi de. Feed her a | ast
from our supplies. She can stay by the fire until she
dries and themet her out of our circle, out of our
l i ght . o

Sally began to cry.

It was pitiful, hard to watch. It replaced some of
the anger with waves of guilt that the men tried to
fight. She deserved the sentence. The wrong part
was that they might share this grave with her.

Al exa motioned her | ast
eat and sleep for six hour$hink the entire time,
my pets. Our | ives depend

Freed to do what they wanted, all of thren
took places near the fire to scan theaw prison
while they waited for the food to be finished.

Mark sat next to Alexa. He slung an arm around
her shallders to share his warmth. When she rested
against his shoulder, the need to save her filled his
heart. The quest coul dnodt
allow it.

An hour later, everyone except Mark andaBri
were sleeping. One of them staredksxa, full and
warm, and feeling safe despite the situation. The
other male held Alexa while stewing on a way to get
her out of the ground and back into the light where
she belonged.



Chapter Fifteen

No Regrets

1

Alexa woke at dawn. She felt it in her mind.

When she opened heyes there was no proof of it
except for the single soft
A Y o u 6 r.ceHe wasautbnyatically in a better
mood now that she was awake.
Al exa snickered. Al try.
The me@ chuckl ed, gl ad she
awake in danger mode or disturbed thigh-black
silence with screams from her nightmares. The fire
had gone out an hour ago.
Alexa sat up, feeling them in a circle around her.
It was their guard position in dangerasituations.
Hip-to-hip allowed them to be comfortedut also
to know where everyone was. Any odd noise or
movement could be pinpointeand would alert
everyone
Sure they were eager for a light, Alexa made
them wait while she adjusted. Often, the hargast
of staying in control of yourself came when you no

| onger had to. Thatodés when
iSal | y 6 sEdwanred ohoped it d
Al exads mood, but he was ¢

care for the traitorous woman now.



Alexa continued hestretch, not surprised. In

Af t erwor |l d, Sallyds fate w
the trapped people if it were any other gang of angry

fighters. Al exa wasnot p o
woul dnot fall that far i1f

here. When gersongot hungry, they searched for
ediblefood. When apersonwas starvingthey ate
whateverthey found Sally had definitely been in
danger with them.

Alexa took thdeftoverbowl of stew, glad Mark
had finally lad down. His warm body in front of
hers was starting to wake, though. She placed a hand
on his ar m. ARest . O

Mark snuggled against her heat gratefully and
immediately dropped back out.

Al s he okwaynexbto Be tatepoed
man

AHe ds wor HomrBginganderdgrourel e
is hard on Mark. His mind isearching for an exit
as should all of ours be.

With that, she put them to work. Men began
repacking gear as they scanned their surroundings
again There was a way out. They just had talfin

Alexa consumed the stew quickly, debating on
when they would leave. Mark needed more sleep,
but the rest of them were ready to rélalf an hour
Shestood up, spine popping

Alexa took the rolled smoke Edward handed to
her, waving off his canteertbhe 6d gotten
from the stew. Let the men have the canteens for



now. They could boil the fresh water here, but they
needed to find foodlrst.

Alexa shut her eyes to the thin, gloomy light and
concentrated, stretching her hearing as far as it
would go.Sheonlyheadwat er , but it di
clue to an exit. They would have to followdlstone
shore and search for tunnels. That lit torch nagged
at her. If someone had been here to set it up, there
was a way oubr the person was still down here

David came to her side. He was also searching,
though not with his normal senses.

AHave you finally accept e
ANo. 0 David grunted. A Bu
| 61 | use whatever skill's
consequences afterward. o

Alexa clapped him othe shoulder, then let her

hand | inger on the thick
magi ci an. O

David raised a brow. A
magi c i n our group.o

i | 6 malphahYou are the magician. Mark is
the killer. Jacob is our faith. We all have roles under
those wedve chosen to pres
David sighed. Hedd been
descendants to know what was happening to him.
Since Alexa arrived, his gifts had started appearing.
AUse them n &hich wayadg wec i a n
go?o0
David felt the low hum of an engine fill the
space between them and realized it was coming
from him. A small light flickered in the dark



distance, then went dead. David pointed at where it
had been.

Alexa grinned, eased a bit as she led him back
towardtheot heSceur if or Sal |l yo6s
stay by Mar k. o

Thrilled to be addressed directly for the first
time, Brian kept his emotions to himself. Now
wasnot the time f orBridnove.
stood near the sleepingConvict, admiring his
knucKe tattoos in the light of the fire.

Jacobspokesoftly, aware of how rock and water
both magnified soundd.1 f ound one of t

Billy didthesamei Her scarf 0i S o0OVeE

AShe thinks to I|oe aAll euxsa a
wasnot. fioFoitnedd It hter ai | . 0O

While the men searched, Alexa considered how
she wanted to handle this
vi ewed the |light through LC
it to be a few hours travel. In the dark. Underground.
Surrounded by water and stone.

Alexa sighed already starting to feel the time
without fresh blood. Her advantage here was the
new vision that cut through the blackness like small
| aser s. It wasnodot full sig
lead them without a light, which would conserve
their supplies.

Alexa joined Mark and Brian at the fire ring,
scanning them both.

Brian waited as still as he could, fighting the
need to flinch, to move, to break the thickening



silence. |l t was harder tha
be.

Alexa gave the boy a last searchingnge, then
sank down by Markds snorin
yourself on this run, | will consider gifting you
early. o

Brian smiled, but didnot
voice was a double timbre in his mind, searching his
soul for darkness.

AYou haveaagkot 00

Brian nodded. It was true.

AYou may need it to get t
to himo She looledat Mar k. AHe 61 I K €
whil e we get out of here. o

Brian would have protested it was the other way
around. He stared at her for a long timéhie fading
light, enjoying being with her even in this situation.

Her strength was a light in his mental darkness.

Alexa shuddered at his thought She di dn
want him here. His death might crush her.

AWe found a scrap of her
Jacobjoined them atthefite fiThe t wo t or
al most dry. o

AGood. We | eaveWedal Fibtse
the firsttorchas we go. 0

All the maleswere relieved to know lightvas
coming, but even more so that they would be using
it while they walked. Scourinthese boulders with
just their flashlights had been a challenge. None of
them had beelooking forward totrying to find an



exit in the thick blacknes# single basement lesson
hadndét prepared them for t
Brian stayed by Mak k . H
thoug h heod b e ie hefora. IThimwas i n
different than crawling ito a cave. If not for his
mother and her crew, he would be terrified.
Mark rolled over and sat up, unable to sleep now
that Alexa was awake.
AAre we going the same we
frooned Al to6s opposite what |
Alexa soothed and scolded at the same time.
AWedore following you, Davi
led us down here to d@
David fell silent, feeling the weight now that

sheodd made the official C |
theymight all die.
fnWedre not al one. We kno

this darkness will try to convince each of you that
wedbre going the wrong way,
t hat every shadow hol ds a
assemble another rolled smokeping tocalm their
frayednerves A Some of those may
times. You must remember your training. This is the
next | evel; your skill s wi
for Markdés arm and | et the
him to catch or sdswlnmse. AYol
Your hearing will adjust. Any flash of light will hurt

you, so |l ook away from fi
Consider yourselves deadly moles. While mostly

blind, you are no less lethal than you were while

wal king on top of the grou



Moods lifted more at her short speech.

Mark stored the smoke for later, when they
would enjoy it more.

Al exa stood. nALetds hit t
to be out of this tomb. o

No one went far, but the sound of the lapping
water was loud enough to give semblance of
privacy. They certainly di
seeing each otherdés privat
fire ring, there was only dark nothingness on top of
sharp, unfriendly stones.

APut out t hat fire and c
they did it, sheetrieved one of the torches.

AShi el d .oy oAulreitxeath ¢hsitip of
her finger. She was forced to carry it upside down
so that it would stay burning.

AHere. o0 Billy handed her
Altds got holes anyway. o

Alexa tied it to the tarh. Light flared bright
enough to make them all wince.

Point proven, Alexa walked forward. The
bandana woul dndét | ast | ong

The group walkdin a narrow version of their
normal V. The area between the water and the
cavern wall didthdas thety wadkeda n g e
Boulders littered the uneven ground. The water
seemed endless. None of them could spot a wall or
the other side of the loud liquid.

Loud?Alexa paused, bring the group to a halt.
Altds | ouder . 0O



The men noticed it together. The sound of
rushing water echoed through the cave.

Al t 680 rMar kn gs hlmagkéhedwaBr i an
theyod come.

ABack to our site!o Al ex
wave that broke ovérerboots.

Jacob took tWet agamThst of
pl ace sucks! 0o fdllevthepthens ar ou
who were already doing as
out! o

Jacobos gun firing al er
probl em, but theydd gotten
was too faint to detect his target. They knew he was
trying and failingbecauséne was sl firing. After
Edward, théPreacher usually handled business with
the least amount of lead.

Jacob | eapt forward, Kni
have time to reload a gun as the croc snapped at him,
advancing. He plunged his
huge head, [ut hit a scale and pinged off, flying
from his grip.

Jacob wrapped his arms ¢
neck and hung on as it snapped and spun, trying to
dislodge him.

Edward flung himself onto Jacob, knocking
them both free as Alexa planted her bladehe
back of t he a rBhentlaustGtsnad i g h
deep as she coul d, gl ad of
keeping its jaws from her legs.

She felt the animal give up the fight, but there
was no time to be glad as Jacob grabbed her and ran



for their campsiteMustbe more of thenBhe wasa

bit shaken at the abrupt change of position in the
darkness. Their torch was currently burning out near
the rising waterline. Alexa squinted to find what had
madeJacob panic.

Four more of the hungry crocs waddled from the
murky water.

AShit! Shit!o

Edward shouted over the fé&ar curses from
Brian. iGet g ai nst (it wald keapltHem o
from being attacked from behind, but this fight was
still going to be ugly.

Kaboom!

Everyone paused in shock as the land near the
four crocsexploded in a thick shower of stone and
flesh

Meat they realized in tandem.

Alexa recovered enough to stand. She turned to
Brian, who was holding another grenade.

Brian smiled. Al brought
| hope you dondét emionfd .t hlednv.
Al exa chuckled. fANot at e

front guard slot Once we gather the meat, our quest
continues. 0

Calming now that the threats had been
eliminated, Jacob pushed away thoughts of demons
and hell in favor of listening to the watas he
worked He found it almost soothing. He missed
SWi mmi ng. Il n his old Iife,
pool twice a week during the sumraer



David resisted the urge to send out his new gift
again, waiting for it to be called upon. Alexa would
tell himwhen to use it, or the situation would. There
was no need to drain himself yet, though the desire
to be out of here was thick in his heart. David hated
the darknessoa He always had.

Mark sliced off a hunk of meat and coughed,
already starting to feehé dampness in his lungs.
Drying around a fire hadnodo
gotten stronger since Alexa took him from the slam,
but his health might always be fragile. Years of
being druggedstarvedand beaten had caused that.

Edward listened to theibreathing, trying to
tune out the water in favor of keeping track of his
companions. The coughs and throat clearing were
bot hering hi m. He didnot f
the crew wasalreadystarting to suffer effects of
their captivity after only six hars.

Alexa also listened to her men, worried. If they
di dnot g e t in theurtext »4fourshtleer e
damagemight be irreversibleThis was the perfect
setup for pneumonia and infections.

Daniel rubbed at a bruise on his arm, back
aching. The fall downhte pit had banged him into
the earthen walls and hurt him in several places. He
was sure a bit of rest would put him to rights, but it
was hard to think about sleep while they were
trapped. He wanted out of here, now.

All of them had minor injuries but naing bad
enough to warrant alerting their leader. They rubbed
and felt those places when



Alexa knew they were in pain. So was she. The

l ong f al l hadndot been good
in her cloak and came up with a bottle of pailekd.
AOne each. Pass it back. o

Men gave small smiles, grateful for her
leadership. Alexa always looked out for them.

Edwar d noti ced she di dn
wondered if her illness would prevent it from taking
effect buthed i dnot as ksettledosvm, t hi r
he had new questions.

AThat 6s e ntbeungeaton St loe e g o .

Al exa coul dndét wait any | o
bad feeling was getting worse the longer they
del ayed. Her fatherods mess

been a war ni niggcogniaea in tinveh e h ¢
to avoid this awful captivity. She berated herself as
she led them into the darkness.

2
AWhoodos there?o0
Sall yos S c drewe abndedcendiagn d
snortsroms ome of the fighters.
trail, but t h e yaadddstillfcaught o we d
up to her. She wasnodt in t
to survival.

Alexa walked by Sally without speaking to her.
She was n 6 shoutdhelp the wofan o jhse
kill her. She didndot know if t h
to kill for food andthg di dnot h
ul

av
for light. They <co dn a



AWait! What about me?o0
Brian gloweed over his shoulder Al wonodt
my grenades to save you. S

Alexa approved. Brian had learned his survival
methods on his own; hgas as ruthless as she was.
Surviving alone made a person that way.

nlt was a nmo n 6 &rledofdr f o0 0 c
sympathy AYou woul d have done

Billy shoved by her. A N c
|l ost . O

Sally blanched. AWait f ol

The noise she made folwing them was as bad
as when theydd had the Rat
Alexa tried to ignore it. She sensed they might still
need Sally for something.

Billy, tiring of the stress but lacking a kill order,
grabbed the woman and slung her onto his back.

Sally 6bsny claws cut into his shoulder as she tried

to get free.

i Be still!o Billy wince:
deeper. Alf Al exa sees bl o
here. o

The group wenobn full alertat that threat. It
washnot i dl e. They gbtogu!l d a

herself over a removal order. Edward and Mark had
expected it taomeby now.

Sally reluctantly let Billy carry her,
withdrawing her nails. She wrapped her legs around
his lean waist, refusing to adntitatshe needed the
break. Shedodf doreemoursavielbi
gotten very far.



Billy grunted, shifting her higher as he hurried

togetbacki n | i ne. The smell of
as bad since shedd taken t
but it wasnot ni ce. She o0b

personahygiene.

The woman whimperedi Food c oWeses f i1
have to eat. o

His response was fast and cofdMay be you
should have eaten your animals like the rest of us
have had to do over the yeaPeoplec o me f i r st .

Sallydos | ips clamped tog:e
Billy feltheranger . A Good. Enj oy

up or 10611 dump you in the
Sally shut up.

Ahead of them, the torch sputtered out.

3
ifnTher eds a t Uufeel@ldrafto v er f
David didnot venture insid

Alexa felt trouble comig, but they needed to
find an exit. Shgoined Danie| hand on her gun.

All of the men hoped she would use a light. It
had been hours in the dark now and it was wearing
on their nerves.

Alexa knew. She used her neck light, bringing
relief to her team.

Edwad did a fast scan of all the men and Brian,
hoping they were holding up. He found tension and
anger but no signs of rebellion or insanity yet.
Good. Sallydés crazy ass i s



Alexa swept the tunnel, seeing narrow walls
with writing and drawings but nothing else. She
kept going by the words, sure her men would read
them. They were desperate for a distraction.

Billy also skipped the messages and warnings,
keeping his attention on the woman clutching his
shoul ders. Sal |lapdowsrrisoreen si o n
Billy shifted Sally higher onto his back, proud of
himself for not needing a breajet Hedd al wa
beenstrong It came in handy here and allowed him
to carry both of them over the hard ground. If not
for her smells and the darkness, hglmihave been
taking a casual stroll.

The others paused to read, including Brian.

Alexa slowed to keep them from getting
separated, sighing. They
power yet. She would have to work on that.

She looked around as she reached the toipeof
slope. It appeared to be old living quarters, complete
with a rocked off cooking station and mattresses
that had long since mildewed to the ground. The
s mel | reminded her of dead
a skeleton and drew her gun.

The sound of her cleiag leather brought the
men to her immediatelylsolifting their weapons.

Alexa studied the sprawled bones, estimating it
had been a year or more. In this dampness, bodies
| asted | onger, but this on
of clothing left. The skull gnned at them in
warning.



Daniel swept the wide room, spotting another
tunnel in the rear. He hoped it would lead them
upward He stepped that way to find out.

Alexa let him, motioning David to go with him.

Everyone waited in silence for the men to report
back.

Daniel hurried, aware dhetension. Using his
neck light, he found a room at the end of the tunnel
and nothing more. ADead er
voice echoed.

He took a minute to scan the contents and
conditions, disappointed.

David shined hid i g h't on the wall
Als that blood or paint?o
Daniel shuddered as he read the note on the

wal | . ABl ood, | think. o

The word blood drew Alexa and the crew to

them. The team studied the note with fresh horror.

A Rage Wal ker foumaw us h
how it got down the ladder. We assume it fell and
swam, which is terrifying. We Kkilled, ibut not
before one of our kids was bitten. The vote went

badly. We candét kill one o
dangerougsheyare We know i1t wil/l
doamed.

Sally whispered, scare. Peopl e tri ed
down here when the monsters caine

AYou canot escape deat h,
kept his voice low, but his fear echoed to all of them.



ALetds go. o0 Alexa took t
tunnel, stomach boiljp She needed to eat.

Scratche

Alexa motioned them to get along the wall. She
flipped off her light as she did the same.
ARRemember your | essons and
wall so you dondét hit any

The sound of guns cocking echoed in the dark
stillness.

Growl é

Al exabds finger tightened
the time to fire.

Red orbs glowing with madness appeared.

We must have missed a tuniizdniel pulled the
trigger first.

Gunfire echoed off t he v
drown out the snarls and growl$ the dead. They
hurried toward the noise, hungry.

| know how you feelAlexa concentrated on the
sides as she fired, protecting the ends of their line.

Shots pinged off walls and the rocks, sending
chips and dust into the air.

Alexa felt a hand on her bband lowered her
aim. AMind the floor! o

The attack seemed to last for hours. The undead
kept coming and the team kept firing. The only
pauses were for reloading.

When silence finally fell, their ears were ringing
and their eyes hurt from all the flashaghe dark.

ANo | ight or weol |l gi ve
Alexa reloaded and handed a mag to the man next



to her. APass i1t down. Bri
she had ammo for his little PT111.

Her raspy whispers were followed without
words but all of themwanted light now and a check
for injuries.

Al s mel |l bl ood. Whoobs hi't

Jacob grunted. ASmal | tri
probl em. 0

Scratche

AHere we go. 0 Alexa fire
doing the same. The undead had bright red eyes that
allowed them to pinpoi a target without giving
away their position. It was a powerful advantage.

Silence fell again.

Als that all of them, yol
Sally was molded to his back and shuddering
against him. He was surpri

ADoubtful .o Alexa passed
AAttach and wedl |l move oOut
foll ow the new smells in t

Gunpowder and oil were thick in the tunnel.

Scratche

AShit.o Mark fired at t I
hitting two of the three.

Edwar d got the | ast one wi
out . o

AHere. 0 Mark handed him

ATi me t o go. 0 Alexa tug
stumbled over the corpses to reach the open area
where theydod entered. A No



The team hurried behind her, tryimgt to fall
overthe body pilet hey 6d created.

The sound of slurping and crunchiaghoedo
them.

Alexa increased their pac®¥hen a person is
starving, even a zombie, they eat whatever they find.
That includes each other.

4
Two hours later, thevater had returned to lower
|l evel s. Alexa rotated to D
David did it with pride. He took them to where
hedd estimated the | ight f
wasnodét sure what it had be

another holeone they mighhave a chance to climb
fromi with sunlight beating dowrRealistically, he
knew it wasnodét. Alexa had
seen the flash before tha
sunlight. It had to have been something else,
something manmade.itffwasnatual, he dd br ou
them here for nothing.

David wasnot comfortable
Hedd witnessed the probl em

I

Hedd I ved aadseemlgpw ¢alyethay
were broken. Unt i | a few
kil l ed t he bnsidered thaehé chighh e v e r
be special.

AThere! 0o Brian pointed afi
to their left.



AThat 6s ion Mahrekedisagnaearn
crocs even though the water had receded. They
coul dndét be sure the rept.i
time.

Nl doks likea st eel cable. 0o Ed
nA | adder . That 6s how our
ABut why | i ght I @d hia t al

questiortoward Sally, who shrugged against his hot
back.
nWe o6l I have to swim.o Al
to make camp, Ut the land had finally begun to
narrow over the last hour, implying it would run out.
She assumed there weaéso water lines on the
walls because of the way the ground had softened.

ALetdos do it now. I f not n

to the other site uni | |l ow ti de again.
Sally shuddereds Billy let her slid down his

back to the groundi Mor e croc® will ¢

AMIi ght be Mdre«anawhlindt t
it would keep Sally in line.

Alexa anchored a chunk of bloody meat a few
hundred feet from wherhey were going to cross,
hoping the scent would pull anything that might be
here. She made them wait fifteen minutes to be sure,
during which time they shored up their personal
items, stored their cloakaind tried to keep their
courage. In the water, peles were the lethal
predators.

Alexa motioned Billy and Edward toward Sally.
ABring her | ast. | f thereo



Alexa waded into the chilly water before any of
them could protest.

Mark and Daniel hurried to reach her, to be
close ifshe needed help.

The rest of the group followed ione minute
pauses that she had already taught them for a
situation like this. It gave the man ahead of them
time to get out of the way so the next could come
through. For jumps, the count was shorter, rott
as | ow as what theydod suf:-
Theydd been |l ucky Al exa ha
aside.

Alexa dove forward as the water reached her
thighs, sliding through easily. Her aching feet
stopped protesting, as did her muscles, but her mind
went into overdrive as she tried to hear everything
going on around her. If trouble came, she wanted to
know so she could help, but the waves were too loud
to make out words. She assumed screams would
break through and swam faster, eager to be on the
ladderwhere she might be able to see a little.

Daniel provided her a brace as she lunged from
the water to grab the first rung of the ladddiade
from rope and steel steps encased in mdshelt
sturdy as she swung from it, one handed, while
fighting to get asecond grip.

Daniel and Mark floated under her, ready to
dive aside if she fell.

Al exa pulled herself up.

Brian treaded the waves, waiting for one of the
men to direct him up the ladder.



The othes did the same around him, protecting
the boy.

As she got higher, Alexa scannegain for
trouble, but it was impossible to view through the
darkness. She listened for another second, then
resumed climbing. She would trust her crew to help
each otherShe worried overwhat waited above
instead



Chapter Sixteen
Rule Number One

1

I t took Alexa a long time to reach the top of

the ladder. As thenext wave of exhaustion hit,
making her legs shake, she stoppgecCount of f .

Six tired, ragged male voices came from below
her.

A Se we nBrwasapnoud of himself Hedd
come up last despite her orders, telling Edward he
would watch for crocs whilbe and Billytook Sally
up. Edward had meant to switch them ,obitit
having to help Sally mee the climbwasgrueling.

He h a dnted to spend energy trying to swap
their positions.

ABr &akAlbeeatlled in deep AWr ap th
rope around your hand. Keep your movements easy

or weol | m al&xa feli atcanteen ibrast
her | eg and accepted Dani e
healthy drink, heart settling. Climbing a ladder
didndét seem hard, bwith t hi s

their weight. It was long and slogimb.

After a minut e, breathingy Sal
echoed.

Alexa waited, sensing the woman was milking
it. As she hung there in the darkness, Alexa caught



a smell she identified with a frown and a stomach
rumble.Cooking meat.

Alexa strained to hegbutshedi dn ot pi ck
anyt hi ng!0Hdrhaaeltvdice alegidbthem
to her observation of a possible problem.

Wanting them off this ladder so they could fight,

Alexa moved faster than she had been, causing
stronger ripples to go through the ladder.

Themenbel ow felt her urgenc
what had caused it. That sent adrenaline through
tired bodies and allowed them to finish the climb
without the grumbling that could have come.

Sally still muttered, but Billy smacked her hip
to keep her moving eachre she slowed. He had
no sympathy for the woman. This was all her fault.

Alexa hefted herself through what felt like a
hole in the floor, much |
through, except this felt like stone. Alexa gained the
floor and knelt to help her orethrough.

Daniel came quickly, flashing his light in a short
blast to verify they were safer than they had been.
Upon spotting dark tunnels, he stood watch while
Mark and Alexa helped everyone el3de ladder
climb had put them in a large chamber withreno
messages scrawled on the rock walls.

Each of the fighters scanned for red eyes this
time, expecting another wave of undead.

When Jacob came through, he joined Daniel on
watch, as did Mark and Brian. No one wanted to be
caught off guard again.



Alexa courted off two minutesfor recovey,
then led them into the nearest tunnel. She followed
her nose.

Daniel stayed by her, shining his ligbhut they
barely needed it. The ground was smooth and clear,
implying it was well traveled or had been cleared

recently.

AAnot her door'!o Billy gr
to the group that had stopped after only going a few
hundred vyards. He turned t
this one?0o0

Sally <cringed. Al 6ve nev

dondt know! o
Billy snorted in disbelief as he &w his gun.
The rest of them realized they were back on
training time and did the same, sharing ammaniti
Alexa stood back as her crew found the dirt edge
and opened the thin wooden door that had probably
come from a small cabin.
Light greeted them, asdda group otensmiling
faces with dark hair and thin, hard bodies.
A | t ol d you On lfeahbsk fabes a t i
beamed A And she brought the
il teallgh e r . I'©o6s Al exa
A small campfire crackled, revealing a living
space with beds and almshoved along one wall.
All of these items appeared in good condition,
unlike the moldy furniture below.
Alexa sighed wearily, moving to the front of her
me n . AYou justaskddhwiie we we



She steppedmongthe heavily dressed men and
womena I f they hadnodot tried
you want will wait untiwe 6bbeen fed. 0
scooped up two of the sticks roasting in the fire and
tossed them to her mewhile the new people were
distracted, Alexa let her anger loose.

Sheshrieked. Her ted became fangs and her
eyes flipped into solid red orbthat stalked the
people now trying to get out of the room.

Edward leaned against the door as Alexa took
her revenge on thgroupwho had thought thiwas
the proper way to hirker.

Mark pulled Brian out of the way, pointing.
AWatch how she fights the
for the future. o

Brian al most couldné6t. St
to keep track of.

ARShe never | ets them get
over again pulling the boy along as people

sdco ambled in their directio
one. o0

The rest of hemen munched on the hot meal
and enjoyed the show. Al ex
she hit, slappedicked,and yanked out handfuls of
hair.

Not wanting Sally to miss out, Billy gave her a
sharp shoveltk nocked her into Al
back.

Alexa slammed the woman into the cave wall,
almost knocking her out.



When she finished with the punishment, Alexa
stood in the center of the small room, scanning the
bruised, bleeding group t&¢n. She started to speak
and then spat at them instead.

Alexa went to the corner, where the fire had
remained untouched. She sank down, breathing
heavily. ABilly. Your turn

Billy went eagerly, but he punched lightly and
avoided Sally completely until shried to stop him
from shoving her out of his way. Then he slapped
her.

Sally hit the ground at his feet.

Billy kicked her i n the
from me! O

Sally cowered, cal ming B
bl ood from his knuckles 1in

Alexagesturedii Ne x t ? O

No one else wanted a turn.

Al exa waved a hand. fAOne
and explain this. Do it no

Al 6 m .DOnk dfitheawomen, nursing a split
|l i p and Al exads h,acandep r i n't
forward a sigle step She didnot Mo V ¢
black hair from her eyes, afraid to trigger another
attack.

Lilliands group smell ed
but that didndét stop the m
be sure the people werenot
Thathadken a | esson they wou
The frightenedocals wore religious garb, but the



haunted expressions and ruthless behavior implied
they had left thtlight a long time ago.
The men in the groypthin and palestayed
back, letting Lillian, who wa almost fat, talk. That
told Alexa male slavery was alive and well here.
She had expected it among the young, but these
people were older. Everything had changed.
ARnWe need your help. o
AFunny way of showing it
woman soO0 s heloseetohid bdss.6t get
Lillian dropped down across from Alexa,
keeping her distance from

sure it was you. o

Al exa | ifted a brow. il f
not ?0

Lillian flushed, but | i ft

another group of posersgr e . 0

AYoudre setting traps f ol
on who you need them to be, buth e yth@eer e
posers?0 Alexa snorted in
killers to handle, thagouc oul dndét ?0

AWe need an escort.o

ATo where?o0

AThe gate. Wedre going t«
Al exa | aughed at t hem. A
front of it. Yotheddad O never
Lillian frowned in annoy
through. Then weol | shut i

Al exa studied the woman.



AJust someone Safe Haver
goodenough. | found them in the mountains. They
werenot | etting people in

AnSafe Haven al ways took i

Lillian shook herhedd at Al e x aidNo .an
When the mountain curses started, they shut their
doors to all of us. We wer

i Ywwere turned away for being corrupt

Lillian flushedat Al exads .adédtumwate
desperate. Thereds a diffe

nSafe Haven coul @dnd&tl exal |
snorted A What makes you think
for you?o

Lillian firedr i ght back despite t

received fABecause |1 Om not ask
time!l jJjust need your knife.C
Al exa sighed heavily. AY
Only a descendant can shut
Lilliands rage blazed A

yourmagi c! O

Alexa shrugged, hand going to her belt.
APayment ?0

Lillian slowly put a hand in her pocket and came
out with a | arge bag. A Du s
afterSaf e Haven refused us en

Alexa took the bagbut $1e recognized the lie
and dug intothevo manos miYod sol d h
the slaversbut blame Safe Haven for that choice.
Hypocrite.Killer.o

Lillian jumped up, ar ms g
to survivel!o



ARAt your ¢ hTihadtébss ewhpye nhsee
let you in. Adrian knew you for what you veer 0
Al exa tossed the bTaais back
cursed and youdbre not pure
gate master. No deal . o
AThen wedl |l tlaklkidowdmha n we
slippedinto her pocket again.
Billy quickly grabbed her wrist and twisted it up
behind her back. ANo, Vyou
Alexa waited until her crew had the group of
weak people secured, then stood. She swept them
with more compassion than her crew felt the group

deserved. AThe gate i s 1in
place. Go backtoyourpathe ¢ | i ves. O
These people obviously w
that. Alexa shrugged. nAltao
AYour so, Ltidd i an poadlnt ed.
trapped here. | 6m t he only
out . o

Mark started to grab her, but Lillian twisted free
ofBilyés | ight grip and pull e

to her own stomach, madness running across her
facein dangerous ripples.

Al exa faced the woman ti
SO sure you can do 1 t? The
defeated. 0

Lilliands anogeveal afweldot d a
I nfinite sadness. Al want

fiGate huntersd0 Al exa reali zed
believed the gates being shut would reverse time
and reset the world #®period before the war. It was



a common myth il\fterworld. Those who bedved
In it wereobsessive
Al exa shrugged. AFiI ne. L
you the blade in exchange.
Lillian stared in suspiciofi Your wor d? 0
A Of co uAlsexedto theacénker of her

me n . ALetds go. O
Surprised at the quick turn, Lillian slowly
loweredherownk ni f e . AProve you h

Alexa flashed the golden blade from one of her
deepest pockets, then shoved it out of sight. She
glared at the woman, no longer worried over
fighting them This group would perish long before
hers did.

Lillian took them toward a far tunnel,
exchanging glances with the other beaten, bleeding
men and women. AReady?0

There were nods of relief and fear tlsaidthe
t hreat wasnot over.

Alexa sighedi T e | | me . O

AThe tunnels out of0o here
Lillian d i d loak tat Alexaas their newest trek
begancs,i@mud ants, people. o

AHow did you get here wi
Edward eyd the only one of them who appeared
healthy enough to have gone down the ladder, set
the torch, and then come back up, akifewhours.

The man had large muscles and an angry
expression.



AWe traded andfought h@resa g e
The big martried to orce politeness into his voice
Al ®mew. 0

Edwards hr uglgeddan &Gt care abo
wal king dead. o

Drew glanced at Lillian.

Lillian shook her head and took them into the
darkness.

Alexa followed more carefully thas h ed6ne
with Sally, aware of the woman casting nasty looks
at both groups. Sally <cl ea
new people.

AWhere did you g@diawardier ?0
Sally.

ARnShe was part of their (
Lillian di dn ot t.ur i Wea rrebeingd h e
escorted by two Eagles from Safe Haven, so we
followed. When they left her near our town, we kept
watch on her. o

AHow did you know she had

ARSheds been telling anyoa
years. When we heard about Lincoln being dree
we knew she wasnodét | ying. o

AWhy didnot you find anc
S 0 0 ner ?wasclrausabbut the knife they

needed

ARBecause it has to be g
blessed They have no faith left to use on such a
moment . O

Lillian blanchedat Alexa 6 s wonbBs you?
it already bl essed?0



Alexa shook her headb u t di dnot t el
whi ch question she was ans
look at Jacob.

Jacobunderstoodh i s previous car
been forgotten. Alexa would need him to bless the
knife befae they challenged the gate guard, but
Jacobonasndét sure he could do
needed faith to work. His was low.

Lillian seemed to catch the thought because her
shouldersdroopednd t he fire | eft |
wedbre doomed. O

AThat ewdgou and yours many years
aga0 Al exa gestured at t he
faster . Wedre ready to be
val ue. 0

Lillian wanted to arguebut learning the blade
Al exa carried wasnot bl ess
rotated toward the dimess. Her mind raced over
possible options, but the knife had been their only
realhope.Doomal. Safe Haven passed us over and
wedbre not going to get ano

Aware of how dangerougate huntersould get,

Alexa walked with a hand on her gun, redadkill
them all.

Hercrewdid the same. Finding out this haialy
been a verification of who they were was
I nfuriating. 't woul dno6t t
shooting.

The tunnel stayed empty as they journeyed
toward the surface. The noises of theietfand
breath echoed loudly for Alexa and her fighters. As



they traveled, her group subtly put distance between
themand the localdf thegate hunterdrew trouble,

Al exads men wanted to be
hitting their cruel hosts. The men wouylcst as soon

shoot them all, then dump their bodies down that
hole for the crocs, but Alexa had made a deal. They
werehonor boundo uphold it.

2
The tunnels led to areas best left unexplored.
Al exabds twice an hour | igh

telling them people had also tried to live here. They
assumed Sally called these tunnels hotoe, but
none of them bothered to confirm it. They would
find out soon enough.

Bones crunched beneath their feet as they
entered the main living area.

ARKeep a@awnt .edy e

Her crew chuckled. They
in the darkness.
Lilliands group stayed w

t heydd gotten upthaknife,dheyagr e e
were in a hurry.
Sally struggled to keep up. Billy stayed behind
her, still smacking her shoulder when she slowed.
He was positive Alexa wanted another word with
her before they parted ways.
Dragging steps echoed through the tunnel.
ALook out! o



Alexa held a hand to the wall, preventing her
fighters from hel mundeag Li |
rushed toward therftom a side tunnel

Gunfire lit the darkness, showing a small herd.

The noise concerned her crew, but they
approved of Alexa letting the people fend for
themselves.

Last in line,Mark put his back to Billy, trying
to listen for poblems through the gunfire, screams
and snarls.

Silence fell for a few seconds.

Billy tapped Mark on th
moving. o
Mar k f el l I n, assuming Li

AFi gures. 0o Mark had been h
mop up after a zombie ateh e wdaoeaa n 6 s

Alexa snickered at his disappointed tone.

Lillian came to them with her light on, dripping
s ¢ a r Wedost two §jood womeWwWhy di dndt vy
hel p?! 0

AYou didno ask. o

Lilliands mouth dropped ¢

Al ex a shrugged. AWedr e
rememer ? We dondét do anyt hir
pl ace and youobve already

signaled toward the Dbl ood
whi chéo
Lillian stomped back to her group and shoved
by them to take the leathutteing.
Al | ove my job. o
Alexachucklecat Bi Il Il yos comment



Lillian heard it. Her stiff shoulders disappeared
as she flipped off the light.
Snickers followed her into the darkness.

3

It took them almost two hours to reach the end
of the tunnel. By the time they emergetbithhe cool
night air, the fog had rolled in to obscure the land.

Alexa and her crew stayed in the entrance of the
cave, noting the huge scratch marks on either side
of thehole The big dog came hero.

Lillian turned to Alexa in apprehension. She
held out her hand.

Alexa slowly placed the golden bladedrthe
womandés hand, | ockmymgn eyes
to bless it. At | east stan

AOne of yourPr efacghharexds Lis
staredi ncredul ousl y. AHow can
religiousat the same tinke 0

Jacob glared at the womal
|l i ke you. o

Lillian extended the blade toward him, voice

once again arrogant. #fADo vy

you may not be branded when male slavery

of ficially becomes a | aw. 0
Offended, Jacobaked hemwith opencontemp.

ABl ess it yourself .o

Al exa gestured toward th
an answer. Get | ost. o



Lillian understood thatshe had missed an
Important opportunity, but was too lateShe and
her group slowly went to the road, casting nasty
looksover shoulders.

As they disappeared into the fog, Sally went to
join them.

Alexa grabbed her by the arm, pushed her back

toward Billy. nNKeep an eye
Billy clamped a hand ar ol
AToo tight! Ow!o

Billy ignored the womaad s f aik i@ We @r e
going to have that tal k. W

Sally grudginglypointedthem toward her den.

While she was glad she had made it out of the cave
alive, her survivaktill was nét a gi ven.
want these people to know where she lived because
she would have to move. It would no longer be safe.

Shedd relocated several
since Safe Haven had dumpe
gone far. Despite not believing anyone would come
through for the message, S
enough tagnore the warning Adrian had given her.

| f y o delivdrangntets s a g e, Il 611 ¢
for you.

That had been enough to keep Sally here for
years. Now that she had delivered part of the
message, Sally had the urge to hide again in a new
place. Most of th animal herds had already gone
north. Shé&l often considered joining them. Now,
nothing stood in her way. Humans were nearly
nonexistent in the northern country. That was where



she wanted to besally studied Alexa slyly. First,
she needed to get rid dfis descendant.
Salyshrugged off Billéedy6s h
them into the trees instead of taking the concrete
patht hat br anched off sawo t he
the damp footprints from w
continued on the pavement.
Sally vertured into the darkest part of the trees
The teamfollowed, comforteda bit They also
preferred to takéheroad less traveled.



Chapter Seventeen

Let Us Pass

1

T he fog rolledover their boots thick clouds

as they walked, carrying shades of gray and
undertones ofot. It alsosmelled burnt, a common
odor now.

Alexa and her crew took deep breaths of it,
happy to be out of the ground. Tlasttwo days had

been rough.

Mar kdéds joy beat on them
ecstatic.

Brian stayed close tdMark even though they
were out now. He hadnot b ¢
otherwise.

The ground under their feet gradually changed
from dirt and roots, tqust dirt, and thento stones.
The small pebbles layered the earth all wagy to
the edge of the forest, then beyond it. As they came
to the end of the tall, m
spread out in that dangerous V formation to
confront whatever civilization they found.

Sally ignored them to hurry forward. She knelt
near a lage boulder in the clearing, cooing happily.
ACome to mama. O



An ugly black crow with shiny feathers and
glowing red orbs hopped from the boulder onto her
arm. The ends of its beak were a pale gray,
indicating old age, but was spry. If they made any
sudd@ movements, it would fly away.

Sally cocked her head toward the bird, as if she
were listening.

Alexa triedto do the samdaut got nothing. That
implied the woman was imagining a conversation or
that only her warped mind could hear it. Deciding
the latte to be more realistic, Alexa drew her gun
and pointed it at the bird.

An instant later therow vanished into the fog.

Sally gl ared at her . A N
anyway! You canodot hide thi
ANature isnot t he Master

woman, surprising the men around him.

Al exa t ook anGmulled lyebte hea r m
feet. ALetds go. O

Sally led them around the clearing to the side of
the woods that were in the deepest shadows. As they
walked through the fog, a building slowly took
shape.

The very old church had grey stone walls and an
arched doorway below amwld-fashioned cross.
Long and narrow, the roof slanted in a sharp angle
over half a dozen stained glass windows covered in
years of dirt.

Sally pointed them to the rear of the church,
moving comfortably through théimness



She obviously knew the layout of the area,
allowing the tense men to relax a littieore Her

den wasnoét as I|likely to be
meeting, at least, was over.
Al exa chuckl ed. nlf only,

All seven males reacted the same, dropping
hands to their guns while searching for trouble.
Sally took them to the rear, where a furry shape
on the porch immediately stood and began to growl.
ARnEasy, boy. o Sally put 8
shoulder.
The animal gueted but stared at the new people
with mistrustful eyes.
Alexa held her hand out to the wolf so that it
could sniff her.
She recoiled in shock as the animal tried to bite.
Shedd never had that happe
AThese ani mal s arhaffechot yc
upthesteps ALeave them alone. 0
Alexa let rage bleed through, leaning down to

face the wolf. AGo away or
It shied from her, slinking off the porch.
Al exa gl ared at Sally. nfEk
or | will endthem. | have no mercy for animals like
you. 0

Muttering, Sally led them into the church.

Edward entered last. He latched the steel door,
recognizing work that had been done since the war.
He doulted Sally had done this. He assumed
whoever had brought her here had helped her secure
the place before leaving. She had probably made a



deal with somebody in the town or even Lillian to
be allowed to stay, but in exchange for what?
Edward had no idea. Fmowhat he could tell, Sally
was onlya burden to be carried.

Sally struck a flint in the fireplace in the rear of
the church, bringing meager light to the small living
guarters for a priest.

Jacob entered the room r
been in a churchisce Alexa took him out of River
City and he wasnot comf or f
now. The fact that he would have to have to draw
on his faith made the situation even more awkward.
How can | get on my knees
committed such sacrilege

Alexa felt Jacob dwelling on what was to cqme
butshedi dndét comfor't hi m. He
needed to accept the fact that he was a killer and a
Preacher. The two were not mutually exclusive.

Outside the church, a low thud came, reminding
them of tle danger that had driven them
underground in the first place.

Billy studied Sally dismayed ALet me gu
Youobrexfriend

Alt i kes my company! o

Angry thatt hey hadnodt been to
being put in these situations, the fighters drew
weapons. They went to the doors and windows in
hopes of finding a weakness in the animal about to
enter the clearing.

AThat wondét wor k. oyjouSal |y
canot kil it. o



Al exa raked the woman wi't

unl ess i td6s needed. O
Sallysno t e d. ALI ke | bel i eve
AYoudbre t he | i ar here. o

Sally in case she tried something crazy.
Alexa went out onto the porctvaving her crew
alongi Ti me for something new
She stopped at the edge of the courtyatab
tiredtotryevasionagain iLeave the tra
| earn somet hing, al | of vyo
Themalesjoined her, all casting warning glares
at Sally that were clear in the dim moonlight.
AHol d v Alexatossddia hahdfubof dust
high into the air, murmuring wrds the men
coul dnot make out . |t set
smothering thickness.
ABreat he deeply. 0O
The dust entered orifices as if being sucked in
by vens, burning and melting into their
bloodstreams. It hurbut there were no complaints.
The glittely dust lit up all at once, becoming
v er y Thentté&ded and they could see in the
dark.
AFake sight | lbatsdmetimdso ur |
gives a nasty headache. | s
Fake sight was a common item of merchants,
but Al exads penmenved tvitoditn 6t (
because only supernatural creatures were capable of
brewing 1t. Theyod all av (
came for them.



Alexa had wanted to use it while they were
below, but she only had enough for two doses and it
woul dndt havteo bgeeetn tehneomu gohu
saved it as a last resort and was now ¢fted she
had. Sight dust was made from bones that had been
buried more than a hundred years. It was hard to
come by without a lot of work, which drew attention
from scavengers eager to stealn ot her per s
hardwon fruits. i On your guar d. Ce
spread. Move out. o

Edward led them toward the curve in the road.

The fake sight was amazing. He could see the dew
on the plants and dulshgeringin the air.

Thud. Thud.

Edwardstopped, turning to Alexa. It came from
behind them.

Thud. Thud.

A bit closer already.

Well trained, the men waited for her call, but
shared glances of concern. Their battles were
becoming harder, stranger.

Thud. Thud.

Much closer now. The ground vibratedneath
their boots. The rocks sho@ndbones crumlad,
falling from the trees whe
nature.

Themenforgot to breathe as they saw what was
coming for them.

Alexa gathered energy. She was proud of her
crew when they surrounded hastead of running



as the huge tan dog came within a stick throw of
where they stood.

It was every mutt that had ever chased them on
their bikes, that had ever nipped at their ankles. It
was every rabid lunger on a chain, every junkyard
dog and t heimean poodiet all in one.
Fearless and seven feet tall, saliva dripped from its
massive mouth. Red orbs glared balefully as it
scented the air again.

The trees and rocks offered no protection from
such a creatur e, explainin
them torun or climb. Her crew was eager for the
call to shoot.

The dogods f wHumahste gan to r i

ARSIl eepéo Alexa tried a s

a quest. Let us pass. O
The big dog snorted instead of howling.
ARSIl eepéo It held for a br

Thud! ThudThe da charged, ears laid back in
a vicious snarl.
Al exa flung out her hand,
| i ght exploded near the do
It flinched to the right, slowing as it zeroed in
on her.
Thud. Thud The ground shook as it charged
again.
ANo! 0 6 Adne oramkd out a larger blast
that hit the slobbering animal under its eye.
AOw! 6 Howling in pain, t
Huge paws came up O sSwipe
It !

t
pay for that, w ch!o



Gasps echoed from the men who had barely
kept their formabn behind Alexa. The dog talking
was too much for them, but their guns were a
comfort as fear approached survival levels.
Brian wasnoét as surprisec
strange things while out herone, but he was
terrified of being eaten.
Drawn by thei revulsion, the dog stopped
again, turning to sniffi Wh a t herd do yoc
throughthisy ar 8nfi® The dogds muzz|
angrily. AYou travel wi t h
The dog let out an awful wail of fury as it
charged again, this time going for tiheen who
began firing budid no damage.
Al said no!o The blindinc
their feet as it hit the dog in the shoulder.
The animal swayed heavily, turning, body

shaking.

Alexa leapt in front of it, motioning her fighters
back. ilt p aiurs® butmyu must t r e
l i st en. Now sit!o

The dog paused. Its body shook from the blast
of her magic.

When it sank to its haunches, red eyes dazed,
the men again felt indescribable jaibelonging to
Alexa.

Alexa walked a little closer, voice now
soothing. Al would take aw
you agree?o0



The dog di dndt waspoaihg t o,
on the ground from her fir
enemy! o

Al exa shook her head. fiNe¢
unjust hatred. It is not your way to be so. | would
free you. o
The dogbés confused red or
d the men. AThey what e my
ey have done to the Mast
A Y e 400, grieve for all we lost, but man alone
Is not to blame. You know that to be true. Did you
not help humans before the war? Were you not the
guardian of every small child whose greatest wish
wastohae a puppy?o

The dog bobbettismassi ve head, sn
was blinded by their innocence. Thoshildren
grew up to destroy the world. They are the enemy

Al exa sighed. fAPerhaps tF
for any of us to decide. Who is Nature to jud&a@

I's not the ruler of all th

Al exa waved at the [|iste
mine. They are being trained to respect the forces,
to protect the land, the people. | would give humans
another chance. Think of those children. If given the
correct guidaoe, might not the world still exist?

They al one, are not respon

The dog considered. Per haps é o

Al exa raised a sl ow hand.

The dogds wounds began t
bl ood didndét wvani sh.

an
t h



Edward saw Alexa sway on her feet as she shot
power inb the animal.

Now healed, the dog studied the sweaty woman.

Her show of mercy gained his reluctant agreement.
A Wh at do y ou of fer for p
Masterds yard?o

Alexa smiled. The beauty of it stunned the
males who witnessed it. They dropped at feet,
unable to speak.

Brian was no different. He soaked up the
emotions, trembling at her boots.

AYoudre freedom. 0 She wa
snapping out anot her shar
Nat uodheaisn no more! o

The golden collar dropped to the ground,
changingto a circlet of tangled weedss it fell.

The big dog groaned at the freedom.

Alexa slipped over its big paws and shocked her
crew again when she wrapped her arms around its
neck. fAYoudbre a good boy! o

Alexa scratched the groaning animal behind the
ear she could reach, enjoying the soft fur under her
rugged fingers.

The dog rumbled greedily
nice!o

Alexa chuckled, using both hands now.

The dog nudged her playfully, almost knocking
her over.

Al exads | aughter ngingavele
pleasure. A second later, they were free to continue
their quest.



The dog rose. It peered over its healed shoulder,
ear s per kiMagter calls.me!il Tah go
home! 0o

The dog would have run, but Alexa fired
another weak shot of blue energy ovée tbig
animal.

The dog snarl ed, Mdsterppi ng

calls me by name! o

AnTel | him everything you
your exi | e. Ma k e sur e h e
deal ings. o

AAnd i f he does?0 The do
warning. fAlf he agrees?o
Alexa heard the warnindput sherefused to lie.
AThen he is wrong. o

The dog lunged forward, stopping inches from
her face as hanenscrambled to rise, to find their

useless guns. @AdAHe made you
nilt shows a mi st aken Am |
in the ass to all I come |

oice never c han
heydd gone thro
r e knew it we l

Al exaods v
of danger t
t hem. Her ¢
budgeon her decision
The dogds ears tpanothet hed

piercing whistle. AHe Dbids
fool s6 quest. He | aughs at
Al exa was relieved. Al a
home now. Be | oyabnortedb t he

AnStop chasismg ylbhius acandt l
again 0



Thud! Thud!

The dog ran off, vanishing into the fog rolling
toward them.

Al exa signaled her <crew.

canot trust Sally while we
She started to lead them back to the patd
coll apsed at Edwardoés boot

AMaybe notéo Al exaliftwas t
her head. She went into the blackness struggling
vainly to tell them to keep going now while they
could.

ARShe needs to recharge. 0
but he was | ow on energy a
his realpower yet.

Edward carried Alexa back ik the church.

Hedi dndot feel safe out ther
protect her against SallyHe waved the crazy

woman to her rear room, where she muttered
continuously.

The fighters settled Alexa in the rear storage
room of the rectory, cramped but gkdor the
situation. It would be a comfort to be able to reach
over and feel members of their group.

Billy kept an eye on the doorway, where he
could view Sallyds shadow.
crazy woman could call other problems to them. He
wished they hadliminated her. They wanted to talk
to the woman, or at least they had beforebilgelog
had shown up, but Billy di
crazy | ady could tell t henm
out for themselves now. He wanted this threat gone.



Shedlplsede i f we do that.
i1 l'y gave David a sharp
before and | Stdyout6f myrhindbk e i t
David dropped hisheaahdd i d nd6t say an
else He di dnot want to ris
Alexa, buthealsc oul dndét fight the
new gifts that had presented themselvéswvas
exciting and a little scary. He wished he had
someone he could talk to about it. Billy obviously
wasnobdét going to be that pe

W =

In the other room, Sally threw herself oriter
pallet, moping. The only reinforcements she could
think to call on were too far away to be any help.
Come dawn, Alexa would be back on the quest and
theopportunity would be lost. éohlyget one more
chance to kill her. | have to make it count.

2

AWho wants to step out al
treat. 0 Edward wasrefisded sur p
The ponytailednmank e p t staring at S
door.

Fresh air slappeBdward as he stepped outside
bring relief and the nauseating odor now lingering
onh s cl ot hes. Sallyodos den

Edward took them to the corner of the church,
wanting to be able to view the window to the room
where Alexa was sleepin@onfident she would be



safe while they were outside, Edward dug through
his pockets for hisobacco pouch.
The other men felt better as they realized the
boss was covered from two sides. They could take
a personal moment.
Brian followed them oytout helingered at the
cornerwhere hecouldseéea |l | yos wi ndow.
The near perfect security perimetgve them
all a dangerous sense of safety. They soaked it up
like sponges.
ADoes anyone have anythi
about or want an opinion o
No one spokeight away There was too much
to narrow it down yet. They needed time to process
everythingthat had happenedNo one wanted to
talk about their underground trial or the huge dog
yet.
Edward lit the smokandinhaled. He passed it
to Daniel with a quick flip.
Daniel juggled it, grinning.
Al 6d | i ke to know where vy
thehunter n t he tank. o
Jacob nodded at Davi dos
here. o
Al 6d | i ke to know how a ©b
Safe Haven ended up exil ed
David flushed a Dani el
Mark glanced at Jacoh. Or h
man turnedPreacher ended upn t
Edward exhaledi | wa n't
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AThink shedd teldl us ? o0
passed to Jacob.

Edward shook hishead.Dou bt f ul . 0

Mark frowned.i Why not ?0

AShe hasashesecarmdt trust us

AHow do you know that?0o

Edwardsighed dAl f eel It .o

Daniel studied Brian. The boy was listening, but
also scanning the darkness.

Edward grunted. ADondot (e
She said no. He wondot be w

Bri ands expression iced o
hearing distance.

AThat was a bit har sh. o
had done it so that they could have privacy.

AYes. o Edward took t
streamed out as he spo
wantto do the kid a favor, ignore him now so he
doesndét become dewpgnodent o

Al agree. Magic usthat s ar €
he adjusts to that now. o D
going to the front door. i

The guys wiched him go, aware that David had

left before anyone couldig into his knowledge on
descendants.

he ¢
k e.

ADo you want me to push

Edward shook his head to
fightingpersonad e mons. We 61 | hel p
ti me comes. O

A What i f he | oses?090

AThen wedl | be a man dowt



No one else spoke, all haunted by that thought.



Chapter Eighteen

My Honor

1

I nside the church, Billy looked over as the

front door opened. He nodded to Davithen
returned his attention to
David chose a spot to the
sight sotheDr i ver woul dnot have
and break his concentration.
Sheds muttering. | t mi ght
David grunted. Billy was using silent
communication because he needed to, not because
he was okay with it. AEars
Billy nodded again, remaining silent. So close
to the door, Sally would hear him if he spokde
might have a shield up
David stepped towardthedoérL et 6 s f i nd
Billy kicked it open.
S al kygsSmapped open, body rigid.
Billy scowled.False Alarm?
David snorted. AShe was
t hrough dreams. 0
Billy hauled the cringing woman from her bed
and shove her into a chair in the corner of the main
room. AThen she <can stay



motioned toward the bedr oc
security. o

David didnot argue. He
storage roonwith Alexa and shut the door.

AJoin me. O

David jumped, then chuckled. He should have
known shedéd woken when Bil
door.

AMy dreams are cruel .o Al
bedroll.

David joined her, feeling her shoulders shake as
hehel d her. fAnKeep me with vy
of her head. Al o6l | hol d ba

ARDeal . 0 Al exa yanked t hel
went slack.

A tense calm filled the church.

2

AWhy do you hate your owr
looked away from Sallydespite the other men
rushing in toseewhy the door had been breached.
ATell the truth.o

Sally stroked the arm of the filthy chalout she
di dndt speak.

Billy took a menacing step forward.

Sally c¢cringed. AYou scar ¢
Al mean to. Answer the qu
Edward waved the othebecko ut si de. AnHe

it covered. o



Brian followed them out, eager to listen if they
would let him, but also wanting to be in the fresher
air. The smells in the church wesemachturning

Billy kept glaring as the door shut.

Sallyscowl ed. AMy father h
| 6m an I nvisible. | was us
Billy shrugged. APartiall

Wh e n she di dnot answer,
compassion. Politeness was the best he could
muster. A Un b umadt@amer.yteasts s o u
you nothing. o

Sally kept stroking the c
He made avee rhyaotneeé 0

ALots of peoplddll greeupe abu
tobenor mal . 0O

ANot descendants. o0 Sally
now. O
Billy snorted, Hbut edl Odn o

care. He had been trying to distract her from petting
the chair as if it were alive. The motion was creepy,
|l i ke the woman doing it.
endanger your | ife here i

Sally glowered at him.

Billy sighed, hoping someone else was on duty
when she tried again. He would enjoy killing her.
That would be wrong. AnTel |
aroundher e. 0

Sally assumed Billy needed the conversation to
hel p keep himself awake, b
hostilesilence. She answered without rancor in her
voice for the first time s



town members. After the war, they began studying
things that go bump i n th
trying to shut the portal. Many have died trying, but
| t Otseasy  find recruits in the survivors of
attacks from the creatures
How | ong have they been
ally smirked. AMore thar
Al tos not j ust t he kni f
adrenaline shoot through his body as she flinched.
ATel Domet now. O

AThey donodt know where t
rancor was back in her tone now.

AHow do itwe Bilhldy had gr o
threatening the woman, but he shifted his hands to
his guns once again to ma
They needed this infaration.

AYou have to be a magic

Lilliands group doesnot. |
willing to face what | ies
Bily pinned her with a hard
descendant. Why didnoét the
ABecause | dondét have po\
Bily di dndét believe it. The

Dream Walk implied she did have limited of gifts.
AYou read thoughts. 0
Sally grimaced. fil didnot
AHow I s it possible?o0
Al nvisibles someti mes ha\
unlocked. The powers alwaysast with reading
t houghts. o
AnSo you wil|l have power



Al said no! | dondt want

Billy di dn, &ut heudaubtedrSally a n d
would refuse magic when it came to her. Most
people feared ,tbut alsolonged for it. Magic in
Afterworld was ahuge advantaga staying alive
when everyone else was dying.

Silence fell again, bringing more tension.

Billy saw Brian outside the window on the front
porch. He wondered if the boy was colilit he
di dnot mizatkingide to kwarmm up. Brian
was obsrving the other men and learning from
them, which was good, but he was also like Alexa.
If trouble came, the kid would probably be the first
to hear it. David would be next. Billpsually
tolerated magic, but these last few days had been
rough on him. livould be better for everyone if they
gave him more time to adjust.

The door opened again as Edward and the rest
of her crew entered.

Edward did a fast scan. He lifted a brow at Billy.
Om done with her. o
Om not. 0 Daniel settl ec
the woman as he could get.
gat e?o0

n
n

Billy gave Sally a gl ar
respond.

ANext city over.o0o The wo
shut her | ids. n | have to
| 61 | do the same for your

Edward and the othg joined Daniel to form
their circle.



Altds footcare night. o E
his boot s. Last week they
Alexa was a stickler for personal care. She said it
would interrupt the quest if they had an ingrown
toenalil or rotting teth. Edward agreed. Toothaches
sucked.

Sallydos eyes flew open. f
Edward snort edontheMoorf ew t
wi || make this place perfe
el se. O

Sally snapped her mouth shut and glared at all
of them in turn.

Billy laughed but he wasnot a
woman about to lead them to the gate was
dangerouss pendi ng ti me with de:

In the storage room, Alexa pulled her magician
further into the darkness where they searched for
signs of Saf e HaavgoatactwithAl e x a
Adrian in years. She had no way to know if that
camp had even survived. Now, David knew her
secret. He would tell the others and the last of their
walls would be gone. They could trust each other
completely after this.

3
Brian lingered on the front porch, occasionally
glancing in the window the
his life. He also tossed scraps of gator meat into the
weeds lining the church, feeding the hungry



creaturethere. He liked animals, but Sally had an
obsessn. Brian had already made a note to himself
to never let it go that far. He understood people
came first.

Brian peered in the window again and caught
Mar kés moti on rfow Briarhtossedt 0 cC
the rest of the meat into the weeds, then entered the
cabin.

AHow are your feet?0
Brian frowned. AMy feet ?c
Edward pointed at Briano

of f. O

Brian joined the men in the ring of empty
footwear, liking how it felt to have someone care
about him. It was strange and nice. He tried not to
getused o it . Edward was righ
with them much longer.

4
Billy stayed up all nightHe di dndét trus
None of them did, but Billy was angrier about the
betrayals.
Morning found him and their very tense host
sitting in the kitchen. The fightehad made
breakfast, much to Sall yds
shooting him nasty looks when Alexa and the rest
of theteamjoinedt hem at t he small
body piledaround their leader in the wee hours,
including Brian.



Briands h a p pmtm trsugh tlsee n t ‘
room. That was the first t
mot her 6s body. He woul d ne

Neither will I. Alexa entered the kitchen, not
looking at her son. She glared at their host as Sally
started to speak.

Sally paused, uredlr st andi ng Al exa
to hear her yet.

In the dim sunlight coming through the window
near t he stove, t hey coul
condition. Thin, with dark bagsnder puffy eyesit
was obvious she wouldnoét s
not for the wa she had already treated them, the
group might have considered helping her before
continuing their quest. As it was, none of them felt
much sympathy for her.

Alexa sat at the table, nodding her thanks to
Billy for the steaming cup of coffee he pressea int
her hands.

The other men took places around the room,
some at the table, some leaning against the walls to
observe their newest environment. Even her kitchen
was filthy, though it was garbage and old animal
droppings instead of dirty dishes.

Sally studiel them with extreme prejudice.
AWhen are you | eaving?o

Al exa |ifted a brow. A Wh e
me the rest of the message

Sally blanched.

A Wh at are you |l ying abou
over to tower in front of the woman.



Sally cringed away from m . Altés not hi
not hing. o

Al exa jJjerking an i mpatier
| dondét care how you do it

Billy grabbed Sally by the wrist and dragged her
into the other room so that Alexa could enjoy her
breakfast undisturbed while he got théormation
they needed.

AHe doesndt | i ke her. o

Al ex a di dnot respond t
complaint. He thought Billy might get out of
control, but Al exa wasnot
would obey their code, eve

AWe need t ebladéol K acmdutb | tuh
suddenl!| ydoi th.10 canot

AYou can. You will .o

Jacob didndét argue. He wc
would try, but his faith had been wrecked. Being
Il nside a church wasnoét hel

I n the other room, t he =
echoed, raking David frowndeeper
AGo watch i1 f.Yyauwdrne sweaer r

have nothing to worry abou
Not wanting to doubt her, David still went into
the other room. Despite the betrayals, he had
sympathy because of hepndition Surviving in
Afterworld wasan impossible feat, but this woman
had, alone. It was almost amazing.
Alexaunderstoohi s sy mpat hy, but
have any. Sally had proven her true character. Now



it was a matter of getting what they needed from the
woman before she forced them td kiér.

David stayed in the doorway to observe Billy.
He would have gone furthdvut there was no need.
Billy had one of Sallyds p
was hissing and digging its claws into his thick arm,
but he wasnot payin@l any
eyes for Sally, who thought he was about to kill the
animal.

AYou tell her everything
ADondét hurt it. Pl ease dc
AYour word. We donot wan
with you0

Sally held up her hand. 7
cat! o
Billy set the screeching, scratching monster into
the womands thin arms, gl a
He turned toward the kitchen and spotted David
watching him. He understood he had been suspected
of cruelty. Billy frowned.
Davidhug hi s head. fiSometi m
Fury filled the roomAl 6 m not going
with that, especially notfromaneawan Yo udr e o
probation now. You lied by omission to get onto this
crew and now youobre actir

iImportant than you are. Remeenld your pl acé¢
behind the rest of wus. o0 Bi
rejoin Alexa in the kitche

Al exa motioned toward Ed\
of t ea. Then weol | have a



Sally didndot resist as E
to the table. Hesat her down and even helped her

arrange the cat on her | ap
The animal glared at the fighters. It obviously
shared iIits ownero6s aversioa
around, but most of them were sure it was also
because they were ped e . Sally didno
per son, so the animals di

Everyone else was the enemy.
Begin. o Alexa sipped her
| ktepewopl e from Safe Ha\
That much iIs already ob\
I cared f or otmeescapéd t hei
They sent Eagles to get it back. | had no choice but
to go with them. I wasnoét
into their shelter, so they put me in a warehouse
outside the mountain.o
AYou came here, all the w
I n Georgia?o
Sally noddeda t Dani el.0sh Auegst |

o0 3Ot 3 N

escaped their custody, | ¢
AYou were escorted®dneher e
morelieand Billy will take t he

Sallyds grip tightaned o
Edwar doé.s ftThhreeyatbr ought me
me tostay until a group of people came through that
were like them. No one else reminded me of them
unt i | now. O She gl ar ed a
abomination. 0



Edward placed a stiff hail
causing h¥oudlol tsecnrseeam if or
bedf ore you die. 0

Sally trembled. #Al O0m sor.

They all knew that for a lie.

Billy took a step closeri Wh o br ought
here? Where are they n@wo

ATwo Eagles who didnot !
Haven anymore were ordered to bring me here.
Adrian came to talk to mdefore we left the
mountain. He told me you would come, to give you
a message. 0

ANow deliver the eatire 1
AHe sai d n.iHg4disb saithyos havef a | |
to kil meéor | 61| kil l vyo
Understanding now why sh

tell themthe rest of the message, Alexa pinned the
woman with a b egemlotageluar e .
to the gate. | know you know where it is, otherwise
my father woul dnodét have | e
gui de. o
Sally wanted to protest, but Edward squeezed
her shouller again She hadnot real
Al exabdbs men were as brut al
who had threatened her cat, but she got it now.
AWe | eave in an hour. o
Sally shrugged out from
The abrupt movement allowed the cat to get free.
The fluffy feline took off for another part of the
church, glaring at all of them.
Al exa | ooked at Jacob. A



Jacob stood up, unwilling to argue, but he
wasnot going to be able to
to. This might be the end of the quest for him.

Alexa let him go. Jacob was suffering in a
variety of ways right now. All new men suffered
mental problems. Concerns about being strong
enough to make the trip were usually the most
prevalent, but this time Jacob would be asked to rely
on something thatdd alreadybeen broken before
shed found him in River city.

Confident he would work through it the way her
othermen had their issues, Alexa took her coffee
cup to the front of the churclshe staredhrough
the stained glassvindow near the rotting woode
pews She was curious there were other people
|l i ving around here, beyond
wondered i f Lilliands grou
the gate or if they had stopped for the night. If they
had stopped, it was likely they would meet again
the road.

AWhat was it | i ke to be

Daniel ds question to Sal
from the room drew the attention of the other
fighters. Most of the men gravitated that way, eager
to listen.

Edward joined Alexa at the front window of the
church, while Brian shadowed them and tried to
listen.n Sheds the only guide wi
trust her. o

Al exa shrugged. Al f you
willing. o



Edward di dnot have an an

had known he wasanbtlteohoice, | f
she would have already taken it. Edward sighed
deepl y. Al ol | keep Afterr al i
that switch 1t off to some
smell . 0

Al exa placed a hand on h
plans in place. o

Edward was comfortedA| e x a0 s pl ans
detailed and usually accounted for most of the
things that could go wrong. He sensed Sally was a
wildcard, howeverand di dndét | et t he
over. He wanted to be alert for more of her tricks.

He wasndét goi ng bubhellsot t he
wasnot g oikildishoss If Alexa fellh e r
they all fell.

Now that morning had co0ome
den smacked them in harsh
smelllike it hadbeen cleaned in a long time, if ever.

There were bones drtlothes strewn across the dirt
packed floor that had once been shining wood to
match the golden beams in the corner.

They all tried to ignore the stinkut failed. As
soon as Alexa was readyp ga so werethey.
Anything was better than this filthAfter seeing
how she lived, they understood wi8ally was
alone. She was a twitchingcratchinghreat much
like the unfriendly cats lining her window sills and
the tops of her couches. Deep scratch marks in all
of her furniture and curtains, as well as bqoks



cabinetsappliancesand personal effects, said she
had no control over her visitors.

Daniel frownedii Wh at happened to
escorts?o

AnWhen Safe Haven | eft on
too. O

RnSo, they brought you her
but allyou could do was plan traps to ambush us to
further your own gain?o

Everyone expected Sally to defend her behavior
with excuses of the worldeinghard now

She flashed a <cruel s mi |
doesnoét b e | dowlegen taiatedeby it. Y o u
Yododblal | burn. o

Jacob winced, but Billy

your mouth. o

Sally cringed away from them, hating their
presence in her den. W@AYou
say youodre doing good, b u
peopl e. o

AWebre not descdedbagiht s éo0
AWell, most of wus arenoé6t. o

Sally |l aughed at hi m. ATl
think. o

Billy glanced at the front window, able &ee
Brian and Alexa.

Sally shook her headow donning her thickest
sweater. AYou have aoul ot t
dondét | ive that | ong. o

|l nstead of anger, Billy ¢
than you. Right now, thato



Sally went to the door without taunting him
agai n, but Billyds Whond st
else is like Alexa?

He never consideredmself.



Chapter Nineteen

Wish Me Luck

1

Alexa ledthem into the morning light

Sally recoiled from the sun.

So did Alexathough she only covered her head
with her cloak hood.

Sally fell to the ground, whimpering.

The fighters held up hands untiley adjusted,
hoping Alexa could travel this way for a few hours.

Al canodot do this!o

AYou will .o

Al 6 mvetkb or a quest! o

No one was surprised by
deals she preferred had to be made in the darkness.
When a person only had thkgft in their hearts,
what else did they have to give to society but what
they were made of? The apocalypse brought out the
worst in mankindboth male and female. Neither
was more trustworthy than the other.

AWe have company. o0 Dani e
stand gard while they got Sally ready to travel. All
of them were expecting a slow haul, much like they
had experienced with thea b b i t . They hac
enough of a break from that situation yet to be
patient, however. Daniel hoped the woman would at



leasttrytoc ooper at e. Paul hadno
been worse than it needed to be.

The rest of the fighters glanced over to find a
small line of ants cominfyom the woods.

Al s it the sacoenfgedbudpg ? 6
Jacobwasc ur i ous. fAre they f ol
Alexa s hook her head. ATF

Probably nore descendants of those who were
friends with Safe Haven when they came through
this area, | would imagine o

The men werenodot surprisec
front of the small insects.

Sally shoved by Billy adran to the ants, boots
stomping. nDiel!o

Billy and Edward grabbed the woman, frowning
in confusion.

Al exa wasnot confused ab
boot to put the only injured ant out of its misery. Of
the four that had shown upnly one was alive. It
trundled off into the woods before it could be killed
too.

Al exa stood, glowering at
right. I am going to have
a hand at Mar k. AnSecure h
charge. 0

Mar k tied Sallyods hands
gentl e. He di dnot under st
Natureds side. Her quick e

harmless as a mutated ant horrified himit Ihad
attacked, then he could have accepted that reaction,
but the only reason to kill something innocent in this



world was if you were corrupt. Sally had become
the exact thing she hated.

Alexa got them moving before her temper could
take over. The ants had been trying to give her a
messagebut she would never know what it was.
She suspected they had been tryingetbher of a
Safe Haven site nearby. Now, she would have to
rely on her instincts to find it. She was used to that,
but it angered her that fate had sent emissaries and
Sally had killed them.

Alexa concentrated on their surroundings. She
searched the apdgatic landscape around them,
coming up with several small blimps on her mental
radar that may or may not be anything. She looked
at David.

The Bl acksmith shook hi s
Sorry. o

She knew he would keep looking, as she would.
Safe Haven always lefraces.t was also possible
that the feeling was coming from their unwilling
guide simply because Sally had spent time around
people from that camp.

Sally led them down the middle of the road,
hoping they would draw attention that would delay
the trip.

Edward scowled.Sh e 6 s Sheuthosight
animals were better than people. She hated the
sunlight. She hated descendants even though she
was oneThose clues told him she was hoping they
would be attacked by leading them in the open. It
also told himthatshe had no idea who Alexa really



was. Despite knowing Adrian wéder father, Sally
thoughtthatwould be enough to deté&dexa from
the quest.

Shadows scurried alongside the road as they
traveled, drawing attention. The rats and ground
hogs were huge.

AfCaea wat those?0 Billy 1o
reaction.
A Go away! o Sal ly waved

following them, trying to save their lives.

A We al ways need meat . O
Jacob. AGive the kid a fas
Wedbl |l watchromrtpbeobbesms. b

Honored to be chosen, Jacob dropped back next

to Brian and held out one
do. o

Brian took it with eagerness revealed in a huge
smil e. Hi s own gun was g¢go

Jacobds.
Al exa didnot w a id didten, t h e m,
braced for the loud noise.
When the gun fired, Sally shrieked.
ANO! Dondét kill them! The
Jacob ignored her to show Bmihow to reload
the .357. AAl ways fill It
use one shot. One bullet can mean difeerence
bet ween | ife and death. o
Sally would have confronted them, bMtark
slid in behind her and started smacking her
shoulder.



Sally cringed away from him, speeding up to
avoid his taps.

Jacob pointed at another
0 n e . probablycarrying babies. We have enough
ground hogs. Canot take a
hol e. o

Brian aimed, fired.

Sally moanedbut kept her opinion to herself
this time Ma r Ilglkare was burning holes in her
back.

Brian handed the gun back. He rantoftollect
the meat without being told.

Jacob smil ed. AHeb6s good
t here. 0O
Al exa didnot answer, but

skills were a must iAfterworld. It wasalso another
bit of proof that Brian was indeed her son. Shooting
came natutaas breathing to their family.

Brian got in his place, but he worked as they
walked, carefully gutting his Kills to let them drain.
He hung them from his belt, not worried about
leaving a trail. It would stop soon and the animal
following themcould eat he guts. As long as they
were moving, it was okay to do it this way. When
they stopped, he would skin thediesand cut the
meat for smoking over their next fire.

AWedre close. o0 Sally hat
information, but their view would clear shortlghe
didndot want Billy to hurt

Altds Iin the city.o



As they rounded the next turn, stepping over
cracked pavement and downed telephone poles, the
trees around the road cleared to give them an
unobstructed view of a formerly clhiaed location.

The fighters stared in dismay at the city on the
other side of the river. The sound of the rushing
water also concesd them, but it came second to
the view.

Huge craterdined the main road into the city.
They didndét a pimbkudabigbattle | e ar
had taken place here that had involved the military.
Broken shells of transport vehicles and jeeps littered
the edges of the craters, as well as the entrance of
the city. It was easy to tell the soldiensresidents
had triedtobarc ade t he city. It h.

Across the half mile between them and the city,
the murky water of the Mississippver glinted at
them dangerously. There was no obvious way to
cross,andno signghatanybody had tried recently.

Alexa scanned the shaline, then the road
leading to the waterSheassuned the bridge had
fallen underthe brown liquid.

On one side, the decayed remains of a huge tree
set precariously on the edge of the road. Among its
leafless black branches, huge vultures with oddly
shaped necks and strangely pointed wings watched
their approach. A small boneyard littered the ground
under the tree.

On the other side of the road were more
telephone poles that had been chopgedn and
severamoreburnt hulks of military vehicles. There



was also an RV thatooked like it had been
abandoned here after the f
the same damage. It also had tires, implying
somebody had replaced them. The rain they got now
quickly ate through everything, but these tires still

had tread.

Daniel scanned the vehici.Do you t hi nk
tried to cross?o

Alexa went to the middle of the road, not
answering. She had several guesses as to where the
driver had gone, but no way to verify any of them.
She was positive thiosa was
the portal road over a week ago. The absence of the
driver was another mystery to be added to the huge
list they had already gathered during their months
together. It would be too long to count by the time
this quest ended. People in crisis did thingat t
were impossible to predict or explain.

Alexa followed the road all the way to the end
where the brick edges revealed the murky river
coming nearly to its banks. The layer of mud over
the last ten feet of the road implied this river
occasionally floodedhat high, which made all of
them glance at the sky teterminaf rain might be
expected soon. It wasnot a
clouds gathering in the distance. The consolation
was they didndét hear thund
and the cool windvas a gentle breeze over their
skin.

Alexa peered into the water, able geemore
vehicles and even parts of buildings. Entire sections



of the city were now beneath the water that was
moving northward at a slow but steady pace. The
war had turned the rivebackward. It had only
happened once before throughout history that Alexa
knew of, but this ti me,
river now flowed north instead of south.

She scanned the shoreline, hoping to find a
mode of transportation to cross.

Sallyy who had come up next

approval, pointed at s mal

not going in there. The crocs make their nests in the
debris. Anyone who tries

Alexa and the others realized this river was
likely part of tre one underground where they had
fought the crocs. It made all of theaven more
reluctant to get ito the water.

Alexa stared across the river, trying to
determine i f the waised ng
any movement, but she was too far away to
determine that for sure. Most of the buildings were
severely damaged. Many
landmarkswere gone. Those remaining had large
chunks missing Others wereonly frames from
fires, leaving the rare building intact.

At the entrance to the city ebadblock had
become a traffic jam and turned into a complete
blockade of the street that had once connected to the
road they were standing on. Alexa assumed other
entrances to the city would be the same. Much like
in Lincoln, these people had barricadbdmselves
in and tried to survive. The lack of lights or smoke

t
|

of



from fires told her it had
was the case for most of the cities she had come to
since the war. Even those with good intentions had
been swamped by evil. The corngpt of humans
had been allowed to flourish for thousands of years.
When the apocalypse cantlee occasiondtindness
hadndét been enough to stan
One of the vultures in the tree spread its large
wings and took off. It caught the draft and glided
across the road, very near to where the humans
stood It dipped below the broken bridge and glided
out over the water
AVul t urcaron faedees They eat the
deadl exa wanted them alert
be alive in order to die.
The other vultures in the tree also took flight,
following their leader. The sound of flapping wings
drew the attention of the crocs sunning themselves
on the concrete del below the bridge.
Alexa gestured toward the side of the crater,
harp gaze spotting darkne
|l s that the entrance?090
Sally have been hoping ¢t}
their own. nYes, but you ¢
guar dnd tnéuat ant s! 0o
Alexa walked by the woman to get back to the
main road.
Her men followed, wondering how they were
going to get across the water to reach the small
tunnel they couldhow see coming from the side of
the crater. They also wondered how long they

S
i



would have once they were itnere beforethe
tunnel flooded. If the water reached to this road, it
would cover that hole and they had no way of
knowing if that was a regular occurrence or just
when it stormed. Either way, the clouds coming
their way wouldensure the water rose.

Alexa led them to the RV and pried open the
door while hercrew stood watch. She scanned the
interior for threats, then climbed inside. She began
rifing in the rear of the vehicle, making her men
nervous. All of them stayed alertchkept an eye on
Sally.

Brian took the moment to skin the two large
groundhogs and store the parts in his jacket. If they
were getting near crocs ag
easy bait. He swiped his boots in the weeds to
remove the blood splatters.

The crav liked it that he was aware of the
danger andvastaking steps to minimize it. They
also admired his knife skills as he handled dinner. It
was another thing they did

Alexa stepped out of the RV, holding a tattered
notebook. She handet to Edward, pointing at a
page. ARead that whil e | u

The men snickered at Al e:
dump. It let them know she would be a few minutes
and warned them to stay downwind.

She disappeared into the bushes.

Edward began to read. | e lzera to try to
shut the gate. The monsters destroyed our town and
kil l ed everyone there. I 6m



as if they knew we were coming for them. | have the

blade our priest blessed, but now | have to get into

the tunnel. Therainsarecong,but | 6m hopi n
make it in before the water rises. The crocs are
slower at night when the temperatures are colder,

so I 6m going to wait for t
across. Wi sh me luck. o

Edward rotated the book so everyone could
view the smallhand drawnmap on the bottom of
the page. It was a diagram, they assumed, of the
complicated tunnel network on the other side of the
bank. There were notes and question marks all over
it.

While the men were distracted, Sally slid
toward t he twastdéostake titime di dr
She wanted the gat&eft openandthe people gone.

Edward gazed around, sensing something about
to go wrong. fAGrab her!o

Sally took off running.

Billy tackled her. After a short struggle, he
brought her back.

This time, Mark tiedlie woman to his belt so if
she tried to run again she would have to take him

along.
Sally glowered at the men, rubbing her sore
arms. AYouodl I be sorry for

Mar k snorted. N lakout ten we
minuteswe met you. O

Al exa di dndt hesame from the h e m
bushes. She had been listening as it happened and
approved the reactions of her men, though she



wished everyone had stayed alert enough to prevent

the attempt in the first place. They were in training.

She was as patient as she could ltee &lso felt a

bit responsible since she
coming attempt at wescape ¢
aware the woman was planni
setting her crew up to fail, but sometimes it was
important for the handsn experience.

Alexa led them off the road, following her
instinct to the edge of the crater. She wound them
through the brambles and brushes, almost able to
feel herself on the same path as the owner of the RV.

As she eased down the embankment, she picked out
places wheretilooked like someone had camped,
waiting for nightfall or for the water to recede.

The city on the other side of the muddy water
appeared completely abandoned. From here, it was
possible to observe missing glass, walls that had
crumbled,andstreets fillel wi t h gar bage.
an encouraging sight, but Alexa took it as a good
omen. Maybe thewould get through unnoticed.

Alexa scanned the water, aware of the crocs
watching her from the debris. Small bubbles
scattered across the river told her more o th
reptiles were waiting for anyone foolish enough to

step Iin. Al exa gegofurresd .too
Sally cringed away in panic, almost jerking
Mar k off his feet. ATher e

anot her way! o
AThat walexatwak thgm back uphe
embankment at a brisk pace, then rotated to Sally,



not caring that the woman was out of breath.
ANow. O

Sally sucked in air and pointed toward a path
that | ed in the opposite d

Al exa didndét doubt her.
lie. She motioned Edward to go first, then took the
rear herself in case anyone from the city had seen
them or had a trap set.

They found the tunnel almost immediately,
covered by dying branches.abp prints said
someone had entered recently.

ALIi |l |l oap®e gr

Al exa shrugged at Edward
shoved the branches aside to enter the tunnel.
AWedbll soon find out. o

The tunnel was damp and dark, but not muddy.
It meant the watemight notcome up this far.

AGi ve us some | ight. o

Daniel and Billy quicky fired up torchest her
call, passing them to the persons in the front and
rear. The flames illuminated earthen walls and a
tightly packed floor.

It appeared to be natural, though Alexa had her
doubts.The sewers in the city had obviously been
used in anass migration. There were living items,
as well as bones. She was just happy there were no
fresh bodies, lending more credence to her theory of
the city being empty.

The walls around them were covered in graffiti
and pleas for assistance, along with ndtebved
ones and warnings to the government. Antiauthority



slogans were the most common. Everyone hated the
government now. If the survivors ever got together,
the remaining soldiers would be in trouble, but
Alexa doubted that would happen. People wece t
used to being hidden prey tineir holes.

Al exa gl anced at Mar k. #dAlL
gets tense. That means webo

Mark understood Sally would let them be drawn
into a trap even if it would endanger herself because
she hated them thanuch. When she got tense it
would be out of fear for her owliie. AYou got |

Defeatedat every turn, Sally marched angrily,
muttering about descendants being the root of all
evil.

Billy quickly tired of it. He steppedip next to
Sally.domboéu need your tong
way. o

Positive he wasnot bl uf f
lips together.

Alexa sighed, hating her next order but it was
necessary. APut out the |

It went dark a few seconds later.

Mark stifled a shuddekHere we go aga.



Chapter Twenty
Cursed Ground

1

The sewer was pitch black. Odd noises

echoed from it.

Alexa led the waynow eager for this part of the
quest to be oveAs much as she wanted to remain
topside, this was tlire journey. No part of her
country would nmss their bootsteps and that
included sewers and mountains. From here, they
would go where fate I&éahorth, south, east or over
al | seven oceans. They wol
this quest for a long time.

Sally muttered again, but not loud enough to be
understood.

Edward took the rear, waving Brian in front of
him. Edward |iked the kid.
Brian was supposed to survive. At some point, all
hell would break loose again, splitting their
attention. The boy was a ¢
afford. Alexa meant to leave him somewhere safe,
but Edward didndét know whe
pl ace t heyod travel ed t h
problems$lack of food and water, lack of authority
to keep the peace, lack of hopand anabundance
of illnesss. Even cannibalism was common,



despiteall the wild pigs. The human race had fallen
back into the dark ages. Without strong leaders, they
would remain there until the last soul was
extinguished.

The lighthadfaded fast. Less than three minutes
into the tinnel, it went dim. A minute after that, it
went dark. Pitch black followed seconds later,
bringing a sense of excitement that all of them,
including Sally, felt. They were fighters, killers, and
they would soon be doing what they loved.

Noises echoed frornehind them.

The groupslowed aware of a trap closing in.

Al exa stopped, hand goin
| ow; watch your crossfire.
Grunting echoed, then a hissing sound that drew

balls into stomachs and guns to hands.

AOn my call , | itgnkdhardy, f | ar
trying to time it right. The animals on their trail were
hungry for flesh, but so were the undead skulking
about. The gators could be discouraged with enough
light, noise,or deaths, but not the zombies. They
were drawn to all three.

ANoOw. O

Jaob struck the flare.

Sally screamed at two fat gators a few feet
away.

The men opened fire.

Brian watched his mom. Trouble was coming
from another direction. He wanted to help her.

AHere they come! 06 Sally
the darkness.



ASt ay! oi dAnl detx aw adn t her cr
the woman.

More gunfire echoed, loud in the tunnel.

Brian stayed by his mother, hating the flare. He
didndédt mind the bloody bl u
to seeher expression for the glare.

Alexa put a hand on his arnaware of the
constant gunfire from her men. They were handling
the reptiles. She could hear their shots hitting what
they aimed at; she coul d f

ATheyore | eaving! o Jacob
and turned to his boss.

AAnot herpltalcreesatt hregn. 0 Al e

A small bandof zombies scratched their way
through the damp tunnel, shoving and staggering.

Al exads shots were true, Kk
into the middle.

Her men added their aim and took out the
middle wave as they trieftd get around the bodies
of their fallen companions.

The rear of theclan scrambled over, rushing
forward.

Brian saw his mother reloading and stepped in
front of her, firing.

Edward fl anked the boy, i
would have done

Bri an d iasdinglé time,rout Began out of
ammunition before all the zombies were put down.

Edward moved in front of him to finish the job.

Silence fell.



A familiar scream echoed, followed by a dull
thud.

Alexa sighed, holstering her empty weapon.
ALet ds go. O

AAre we rescuing her?o0o B
wasnot because he didn 6
Sally needed to die for her betrayals.

Al f 1 to6s convendersmothbw t 0 U S
he felt, but they were servants of the light, not the
darkness. Sally s n 0t evi | by natt

mentally ill. To Alexa, that was a huge difference.
|t had kept her from putt.
brain yesterday. She had enough taint on her soul.

David snorted, taking the guard position as the
others spread out imdnt and back.

Alexa gave a lifted brow.

David shook his head. He
her on the lie to herself. They all had demons they
were fighting shejusthad more than most.

Alexa let it go. He was right. Sympathy had
stopped her from killing Sall She felt bad for the
woman whodéd obviously had

AHel p me! | felll!lo

AAr e t her dacabignarédithe gl&ras
from the other men.

ANo! | just felll! I thinl

Alexa and her crew advanced into the darkness.

The flare begato fizzle and spit as it went out.

Alexa felt the ground sloping and lit her
flashlight.

Walking dead lunged for her.



Sally cackled from somewhere undeem

Al exa coul dnot fire. He
keeping the snapping zombie from biting. She
shoved itaway, surprised by the strength in its

flimsy bones.

Dani el pl aced his barrel
head, watching the line of fire, and pulled the
trigger.

Another corpse lumbered toward theise

Furious, Alexa lungedo her feet andjralbed
it. She spua around andhovedthe snarling zombie
into the hole.

Thud! égrowl!

Sally screamed. And kept screaming.

Alexa stepped around the hole to resume their
walk.

Billy | aughed, foll owi ng
job. o

2
A We 61 | camp here for a

stopped and sank down to c
been walking for six hours since leaving Sally. She

was exhausted. So were her
easily to any of them in the filthy church, but Billy
hadnot rested at al | . Hi s

Alexa slumped over, unable to take any more.
The illness was winning.



AShe needs to eat. o0 Briar
laying down and placed his pack beneath her head

for a pillow. ANew vampire
AYou sound | i ke iytouw klnaocw
didndot, but he needed to.

Al 6ve haihs & fBew acantéen ok t |
of water Edward handed him and drank. He stifled
a belch, then handetb a ¢ k . AYou can m;
I f you have something they
AWhat did you trade?o0
AANni mal sof Stohmeem donot | i
people 0
A Wh at kind of ani mal s?0
boy a food bar. ARat s? Gat
ADeer and cow. They say F
Mark frowned.i Da mn . dbwonhereamdr
no cowsanywheré or year s. O
Al 61 I t ak evard easedowonexttot . 0 E
Al exa and cradled her body
to sleep. o
No one argued.
When the sound of slurping came, no one
commented. It was a small price to pay to keep
Alexa with them.

An hour later, everyon&as sleeping@xceptfor
Brian and Billy. Billy had checked on Edward a
little while ago, unable to help himself. The man
was resting peacefully, bo
unconscious protection. Al
felt much colder than he was used to. Billy had



come to ¢in Brian on guard duty since neither of
them were able to sl eep he
s o, but Billy felt It . He
dark, either.
AW | | he become | ike her
Brian shrugged, then remembered it was too
dar k t o s ee.wthatpartdobitmodrks. k n o w

r

| thought it would be rude
Billy stared in the boyo
you survived so |l ong on yo
Brian | et out a sigh. nYc

story any more than you wa

i Tue, but your mom taught me to face my
issues, not hide from them. If you want my story,
| 611 give it to you in exc

Brian gr ugoftierdst .Ad0rou

AMi ne has to wait until
owe them the truth and I d

AExcuses. 0 Brian put his
leaned against the dirty tunnel wall.

Billy frowned. Al tos | ik
Al exa. You creep me out a
Right back at you. o
Me? Why?o0
Because youo6l!l die for |
So woul d vy o wious fromhtlaet wa s
boy6s actions during the f

Al 6m her family. | 6m sup
What 6s your reason?o

) R 1 Sun ! Jan 1]



Billy forced hi mself t o
redemption for the past. I
be forgiven. o

AAh. 0 Brian considered t
frooned.i What i f you | ive?o0

Billy scowled. Al donodot |

ARANnswer t he questbiren or
coward. o

Billy grunted. AYour opi 1
kid. o

AWhat about woicemas?gioggh!l e x a (
Billyds bravado went out

up to the person | betrayed when | escaped Safe
Haven. | pulled a gun on a good friend and took off
to follow the voices in my head. He may shoot me
for it. They needed me to stay andphel 0

Al exa snuggled under Edwe
all of her crewwas awake again nRnGo to s
Forgiveness can wait. o

The others did as she ordered, relieved that

Billyds confession hadnodt
expecting. He hadnobthe ki | |
refugee camp. That was enough.

Billy waited for Brianods
Brian shut hissyesand tried to go to sleep.

ANo way, kid. We made a
Brian snickered. A | had
ADefinitely | i ke your mort

you survive so |l ong?b9o
i Istayed with the enemy for a while, as a
sol dier. o



ABefore that?o

Briands fingers dug i1 n t
scattering bugs. Al stayed
ate rats, fought zombies. | slept with women for
food and | killed men for the same.itddvhatever |
had to do. o

Billyds respect grew. ATl
ARnSame for you?o
Al shot my way through t

handle and slipped around
stayed with families until they got too ill to survive,
then left them to fdbw the voices in my mind. My
sins are bigger than yours

Brian grunt ed. Al 6m younhoc
Billy grinned at the res
liking the kid.

Brian felt the same about
Hedd told himsel f etdkigy wer
advantage of her, but the last weeks had convinced
him that he was wrong. She was taking advantage
of them.

AYes. 0 Al exa |l et out a si
get us back on the road ri

Both males fell silent.

Alexa went to sleep, satistie they were
bonding. If trouble forced them to choose, her crew
might now protect her son instead of her. That was
how she wanted it. Brian meant everything to her.
That 6s why he coul dnot
stayed, she woul d gssade u
his entire life and she only wanted one thing more

go
P



than to make up for that. If they had too much time
together, her need to be his mother would replace
the desire to reach Safe Haven. Then they would all
fall. That coul dnoét be all

3

Daniel woke to the sound of Alexa sliding by
him on the tunnel floor. For one instant, he felt fear.
Then reality kicked it. His hand went to his gun.

Alexa shook her head, going by him.

Daniel waited tensely, noting they were the only
ones awake.

Alexa ftied to be quieter, disappointed that
shedd woken one of them. F
yet from waking in the dar
from screaming.

Davidopened an eye as she went past him, heart
stopping at the abrupt wekup in pitch black
surrourdings. Night had fallen.

Alexa sighed, dropping the pretense. She lunged
toward Brian, feeling time stop for them all.

Brian gasped as a hand went over his open
mouth, smothering his screani3ark! Too dark!

Alexa clutched him to her chest, trying to calm
him without using magic that would leave a
signature.

Edward placed a hand on I
AEasy. O

Both Mitchels calmed.



Edward let go and slid away from them before
he let too many of his emotions show. Alexa was
deep in his heart. Her son wharrowing in with
every encounter. They were his family now and that
was dangerous on a quest like this.

Alexa helped Brian stand, heart breaking at the
shivers wracking his body. She gave his shoulder a
brisk rub, then stepped ba
itf ast . o

Her guys went a short distance away to relieve
themselves.

Brian followed their lead, too traumatized to be
self-conscious over the sounds.

Alexa would have done the same, but she was
horrified to discover she no longer had bodily
functions. No faihg, no belching, no upset guts at
awful smells. It was all gone.

Alexa pushed her misery aside for a deep scan
of the tunnel I n both dir
hear anything, and the only scent now was urine. It
was strong, telling her the men needeatenwater.

ADrink a full dayos rati
move. O

Edward slid into the spot behind her, aware of
Brian on his heels.

The others got in line, all of them with a canteen
I n hand. Each male noticed
They hoped t&uldoldte through f
the next challenge.

So did Al exa. She also
such a horrible risk to his life again. Waking while



drinking had allowed her to stop before she drained

hi m, but 1t had been hard.
would be dad; the quest would be over. It still

might end abruptly. She had no way to know if
Edward was now infected.

Distracted by her worries, Alexa motioned
Edward to také?oint position. He was calmer in the
darkness than the rest of them.

Edward took the leadvith pride, but also
concern. Al e x aanyWwhederbbttin | i k €
the leadn any situation.

Alexa felthis concern as she slidtmthe center
of the formati on, but she
Edward would lead them back into the lighnd
| ocbwerfrom it.

4
A pinprick of light came to Edward. It had been

hours since Alexagave hilkbi nt and heod

tense the entire time. Walking through a dark sewer

was rough. Theyod passed
doorways that had tempted him to go astray, to get
them so | ost that even Al e

out. It relieved him tseethat tinylight. He would
never admit how much.

His relief swarmed the group, bringing smiles
and lax attitudes from all but one. Alexa stiffened
her spine and prepared to burn while they found a
place to shelter until nightfall.

Brian placed a hand on her arm imdort.



Alexa allowed it, mind spinning into the future
Where can | stash him? There has to be a safer
place.

Brian let go of her, frowning.

Alexa began digging in her pockets.

Her men heard the noises and saw the
movements as their visi@djusted. She was taking
out secondary weapons. They did the same.

Alexa halted them at the exit of the tunnel as she
scanned their surroundings. There were no signs
people had been here rece
tracks in the dirt from humans or animaiad they
were at the top of a small incline, Alexa motioned
her crew to set cudilntipe. i We
storm passes.O0O She <coul d
t hough the ground around t

Everyone was happy with that call and glad to
be out of the ground again with only one close shave
this time. They were also secretly thrilled that Sally
was gone, though it felt wrong to speak it.

Alexa sat near Jacob as he built their fire. She
di dnot remind him of t he
presenceent him to bad places.

He opened his mouth to tell her again that he
wasnodot sure he could do th

ADo yo have falth I n me’
Jacob nodded ARnOf cour se.
AThen believe me when I
do this. Put it from your mind until the time cens . 0
Jacob smiled, al ways soo

you for picking me. 0



Al exa | eaned agditmgt mi s

ARnCan we talk about t he
Edward settled next to her
Al exa waved, bodwl dching.
AWhat are the gates? Or |
AThe gates hold the fabr
dimensions. There are five. Two have opened and
allowed monsters to roam our world. Disbelief is

N

now harder to come by. o

AHow do we c¢cl ose them?o0
ARWe have t oardbeviioeuaettheit he ¢
magic to keep the portals
ACan that be done?o0

Alt al r e awicel flom she btleee n
side. o

Edward reali zed thatodés hc
fallen. Al thought the war
Al't was an effect. aThe | :
running when the world fell. It caused a reaction |
canodot explain because | 6m

became visible because of it, allowing attempts to
breach what hadndét been th
AYou mean the fabric of t
A Di me n sTheen are more than we
understood, but we played God anyway. Now, those
gates arbeinghunt ed. 0O
nRnAre we going to shut the
AUNnl i kely. 0 Alexa drew a
She pointed to a place | ec
from where they were now.



AWhy does it require a b
hoped for a loophole.

ARBecause it gives contro
He cannot come to cursed ground without first
washing it in blood. o

AWhy di dndét Safe Haven he

AThat I S sometdask themy ou 0 |
when we reach the camp. o

AwWi | | we?0 Jacob was fu
everything right now.

NnYes. |l 6ve seen it 1 n my

nSo, we kil the guards

Then we follow the trail to Safe Haven and convince

them to return. Whatthéno Davi d was enj
moment.

So was Billy. Alexa was like Adrian, before
corruption had ruined his leadership.

Al exads head snapped t o
awake now. 0

Billy cleared his throat.
because || hadndét remembere
AAmd t er ?0

Hi s head dropped. Al don
me . O

ATry 1t anyway and weodol |
Billy drew in a breath, hoping his next words
di dndt get him removed fro
Il sn6t |l eading them anymor e
Alexa chucled, surprising them all.

Billy frowned. AWhy i1 s t1



Altdéds not , really. o Al ex
known for a while. His methods crossed a line long
before the war. o

The news shocked Edward. T hen why ar e
trying to get him, getthatcamp,0 c ome back?

i He 6 dirst alpha. Only he can bring people

together. Hi s met hods wono
Edward snortedi Peopl e dondot for
of betrayal .o

nNo. They Il earn from it.
di sappointed men, fotglieen Bi |
my father ?o0

He shook his head. @Al war
Al exa smiled softly. HANei
pain | o6ve suffered as his
They all stared in surprise.

Al exads smiled fell. WANoil
from doing my duty. Destiny put yaen this quest.

Only death wil/l remove you
Billy felt his soul lighten. All his secrets were

gone now.

Alexa sighed, wishing she could say the same.
She blocked her thoughts from their magician and
took the hot drink restom Ja
We wonoét have another <chan
reach the gate. 0 She didnt¢
time togeher was almost over and it hurt.

Alexa tensed, inhaled, and caught a burnt odor.
AGovernment . O

Edward sniffed. The diesel vehicles put off a
very distinctive odor when idling. That meant the



troops hadnot been here | c
and make camp yeThey would be fully loaded

with slugs. The advantages were government
reloads and not having to emerge from this tunnel

yet.

fiPut the fire out Alexa leaned her head back
as Jacob handledthat Al wor k best in
anyway. o0

Her men grinned, umstanding they would
come out when the sun set. By then, the soldiers
would be bored and sleepy.

No longer in total darkness, the men took seats
and got comfortable. They worked on silent chores,
minds planning all sorts of fun for the unknowing
men waithg ahead.

Billy settled down to sleep, finally exhausted.

Al ex a tensed at t he f oc
considered the troops would venture into this
tunnel . She felt her anger

Her gruff whisper froze harewin place. They
watcted her stand and stalk toward the coming
squad with lethal grace.

Brian turned away from the slaughter that
ensued. He didndt want to
blood on her lips. He much preferred her with a gun
in her hand and an icy scowl on her face. The
woman ripping out throats and grunting in pleasure
from it wasnod6t his mother.
that would have to be put down.



Chapter TwentyOne
Mind Your Lessons

1

The city was worse up close than from a

distance. Years of garbage and debris were
plastered to the streets and alleys. Parts of buildings
were crumbled on cars; businesses were burnt
frames coated in thick weeds. Parks and trees that
had once cleared thér &f the city had taken over,
covering block after block. Huge vultures were the
only movement, but it told the fighters there had to
be bodieshere or the big birds would have chosen
somewhere else to hunt.

Alexa walked the main street, hands on her guns
and hearing stretched out to listen. She heard
nothing.

Behind them, vultures began to circle the air
over the tunnel theyodd exi
messAlexa hadleft behind had been hard to view
as theydd exitedshewaustn 6dte s |
wearing any of it.

nWeol I camp

Her men di d
in the open.

t the top of
t i ke the

(@) e

n



ARlt sends a message. Webor
of .0 Al exa walked them up
provide a clear vngwfof . wh

The tunnel had brought them out on the other
side of the city, explaining why it had taken so long
to traverse. They were actually backtracking a bit as
Alexa took them to the nearest alley.

nSet wus wup, tight quart el
andBi | | vy . AOn duty. Stay to

The two men went to the open end of the alley
that led into the city and took places across from
each other on the wall. It put them five feet apart
and allowed a quiet conversation as the rest of the
crew, Alexa includedgot their camp set.

Al 6m sorry. o David didnot
with his team. AFor all of

Billy shrugged.

David understooda n apol ogy wasnoi
but he didndt know how el s
through Billyds worldem aga
more important than anyone here. And she knew
about my past with Safe Ha

Billy knew. AThat 6s why
went to River City to colleclacob 0
AYes. |l 6m the odd man out

AThen you needt heo rtesyt haafr
Billy wanted to have sympathy, but he was still
angry. AYoudre a descendan

ASo are you. o0 David gave
head shake. Al kK nbothlikewh at |
her . o



ANO. | 6m not . 0O
Alexa glanced over, pinning Billy in place.
Bill yds scowl gr ew. Al 6m
Alexa laughed at him.
That drew attention from Edward, who loved
the sound of her amusement, even when it was laced
with scorn. He nodded at Billy, then went back to
his chores.

Billy stared i n shomck anc¢
AnWe all are. o David had
teammates since deciding to use his gifts without
hating himsel f. Al nvisible
ALIi ke Sally?o

David shrugged. AShe was
crazy. Wedre not. o

Billy Iifted a brow. nA |
Davi d c¢ hu g.lSheends oveii tBektap
crazy, but we signed up wi
Billy contemplated that,
be. 0

AYou said you pulled a g

away from Safe Havenéeto f
your mind. o

That was Al exa calling. (
| t wascendant eickidgeup the misery of
another . o

AThat candét be right. o
ANone of t his S right.
bl ood!l i ne, even I f we donbo
t he man a s mall smil e ATh
be in the future. o



Billy scanned the emptyillside behind the
sighing. Al donodot w
| dondét either. |l t 6s not
Dondét we?0

David shrugged. Al f she
it, or we will ourselves because we deny her
not hing. o

RSy the end of the quest

nWe o6l I al | be using thes
I

QD
D
<

wi | wonder how they misse
Al ncoming! o Edward drew |
ADondt shoot 1 t! o Brian
At the end of it was a large wolf. They assumed
itwasoneoSal | yds pet s.
Brian stopped a few feet from the growling
ani mal and turned his back
Brian | ifted his chin at

havenot cornectingystiHewdlbe mi ne. 0
Al exa sighed. ABond with
need company. 0O

Briands face fell

Mark was surprised despite all the warnings.
Hedéd started to think Bri,

when he died. Hed6d been tr
for it.

Brian knelt to dig in his
Sallyospanhenscomt 6s di ffe

Brian tossed his leftover gator meat. He hated
the greasy taste and the memory of being tricked.

The wolf immediately snatched the food and
ran, but he only went a dozen leaps before stopping



to gulp it down. The animal sniffeddtground, then
peered at Brian with golden eyes.

Miserable, Brian held out a hand. He normally
woul dnot have tried this
reach out for more rejection.

The wolf padded toward him with fur rising on
its thick neck.

Edward inched closdp have a clear shot if the
boy had bitten off more than he could chew.

So did Alexa.
Brian sent out a fresh wave of pain, testing a gift
he hadnot realized he had

meant gifts had to be unlocked, but this one felt
natural.

The wolf whined, slowing. It paused a few feet
away, head tilting.

AnSafe Haven. o

The wolf relaxed at Bil |y
all of them in turn.

The men studied Billy in surprise.

AHow did you know that w

AfSafe Haven had a wol f. 0

the open part of the alley
remember, It came and went
Billyds curt tone kept D

qguestions. It was obviously a sore spot. Still, he
wanted to know what had happened after Billy ran

from Safe Haven, and exactly why he had run.

David had remembered that scene recently but
hadndédt brought it up out o



Brian stood and walked backward toward their
small camp.

The wolf followed, staying a few feet away.

Brian settled on a rusting slabftsttened debris
he thought had been a washing machine. It made a
good seat. He held out a hand and kept working with
the wolf.

Edward kept his hand on his gun and his
attention on the boyods new
good with ani mal sesporldingt t he
to him at all.

The wolf sat, watching Brian.

Brian glanced at his mom.

Al ex a grunted. ASome t h
because they are. o

Memories swirled over thenenwh o 6d been
with her for that adventure.

Jacob and David observed with light jealqusl
but knowing most of that storyow helped theno
understand.

AThe sun wil | set i n hal
to Jacob. AWhat will sol di
road?0 She assumed more t|
even I f they werenot, son

nvestigate the absence of
the tunnel.

Jacob hated the reminder
the government, but he did
It Al nvestigat e, carefull

Edward nodded when she looked to him for
confirmatiormeydRADbr epab.babl



foll ow us, even i f they
boy. The bunker babieprobably want monsters
under their control .o
nWe o6l I be ready for an
her bedroll and placed it near the small center fire

as Danielfub ed it with debri s.

Those not on duty did, while watching the boy
make friends with the wolf. Entertainment in
Afterworld was often bloody, but the nice change of
pace was soured by the
at all of them.

From thkeir view at the top of the alley, the men
could see the hillside around the city in two
directions. One of those appeared flooded. The
other appeared weltaveled despite the empty
skyscrapers towering over them.

Alexa studied the place she had markedthen
mental map, making sure their position would allow
a clear line of sight come darkness. She was looking
forward to the cool shadows. Her skin seemed to be
on fireeven thought it was dusk

Alexa motioned Billy and David toward the fire,
then took theirplace, hoping the alley shadows
would ease her misery a bit. She settled on a clump
of hard debris. For her, the tunnel had been easy
compared to being out in the

Click!

Everyone froze at the sound of a gun being
cocked. Alexa felt cold steel against meck and

me t

sighed. A | really am sl ack

A cold voice laughed behind her.



Her crew turned their heads to get a view of the
man t h e ysdedutal bated.r
AStand up. O
Alexa rose to her feet in the quick, graceful
motion that her crew always admired.
Russell took a quick step backward, shoving his
gunagainsher spine. MAEasy!o
Al exa snickered. ANer vou
Youbre about to meet the M
Russell struck her in the back of the head with
the barrel of the gun.
She barely budged, buehmencringed at the
hollow ping, then glowered at Russell.
AWedre gonna kil you fo
eyes with théhalf-eatenrman covered in burn scars.
It was obvious thahe huntehad been bitte
cut out the bites and cauterzethem. It had
probaly taken months to heal, but now@eome
for vengeance. Billy assumed tmean had been
catching up every time the
His red curls were matted with dirt and debris
so badly tlt they were stuck to the side of his head.
| t di dnot appear t hat h e
hygiene anymore. The smell of him was as if the
ragedisease had taken hold.
Survivingthatwas unheard ofEveryone noted
it with mental sigk of relief. If they could cut it oyt
and not die from the loss of blood or infection, they
could beat it.
Russellpups carred hand on Al e
and tugged her backwar d.



A~

where you are or 10611 kil |
go with some dignity. o

Alexa felt the grip on her shoulder slacken as
Russell glanced around to verify his steps. She
looked at Mark, giving a silent order.

Edward frowned, wonderin
chosen him for the honor.

Alexa pushed backward, acting #®ugh she
had tripped over thdebris lademground.

AStop! 0 Russell jammed t
again.

Alexa ducked in a flash, grabbing something
from her toolbelt. Before he could fire, she tossed it
into his face.

Russell recoiled from the peroxidgray, but his
| aughter rang out. @Al om n
hell to make sure it didn

Al did exactly what | m

Russell looked up in time to see Mark fire. The
bullet plunged into his chest.

Another one smacked him in therehead,
knocking him backward.

Alexa grunted as one of the slugs trimmher.
A tuft of blonde hair floated away on the wind.

Alexa stood, ignoring their immediate concern
for her injury. She smil ed

AHas he beentftholsl awimeg@ ou
hol stered, sorry hedod tri
hi m. o

AHunters are skilled or
alive |l ong enough to brin

0
0

€ ¢



waved off his coming apology. She was impressed
by his shot but pieithetridt t el
not being bad, she didnot
it. This moment would improve his gun skills
because he would remember
ASecurity check. 0 Edward
from not being chosen to save her life.
Themenspread at, checking both ends of the
alley as the sun began to sink below the horizon.
ATherebdbs a | ight...under
Dani el 6 s thenatb lthe ebgeeolv the
hillside.
The deep green glow was vivid in the sunset.
Alt |l eads wunder gr eepnd. O
rumble. fAGetting sick of b
Mark rarely complained/Ve need a real break
Alexa changed her future plansvhen t hi s on
done, weoll take time to r
The sun sank, showing a group of shadows near
the beginning of the green glow.
AThere goes our knife.o
Al ex a shrugged at Jacob
collectwhatwe needh s we go, l 1 ke we
Jacob held out a medical pouch, but Alexa
waved him oflff.. Sralvehaal oqui

Jacob frowned but didnot
AWedl |l go now. 0

Al t hought we needed Sal
Jacob paused as it <clicked

tobringus here. 0



i No. I di dnot want to | e

mi ght follow or a rat who
gone. O

AYou brought her al ongésc
Al exa nodded but di dnot

choice. Shedd made it. Now
The men knew they should be worried over that

level of ruthlessnessduttheywer enot . Sal |

been evil.

nGet r e a d fromtwherershel dtoodo
Alexa spoteéd four sewer entrances. They were a
roughly half a mile apart and appeared identical.
Following her instincts, Alexa took the map from
the RV out of her cloak and studied it.

The tunnel to the farthest right had a red X and
0gators! 6 scThatwhneldnthedax t t o
left had the same. The two tunnels in the middle
both had circles, but one of them had a checkmark.
That s the one Al exa chose

AThis I s where wemaree goi
soldiers around heyé o o . I feel t hem.
themapt o Edwar d. AWedre goin

unnoticed because thatos b
us on this trip.o

Men snickered.

She waited until they had all gotten a view of
the map, then motioTedd t he
me the first lesson | taught youter giving you a
guno

All the men answeretbgetheri Pl ans ar e m
to be broken. It depends u



AAnd the backup?bo9d

Their voices raised in unison as excitement
flared. AThere isnbét one. 0

Her voice cracked out like awhip.And why I
tha ?! O

ABecause then, we fight!

Alexa was satisfied. Her style was odd, but
peace wasnot the desired
fake sight again. Gather <c

Camp repacked, the males came to her side in
the dusky shadows.

AThr eeét wo é otossed lter Iasttveox a
handfuls of dust high to the air. It settled over
them with a thickness that was just as smothering as
the first time.

Al exa gave them a moment
Is guarded. A traveler must meet the demand or
defeat the guard. Ofirst test is to free the Yaoguai.
| tds a demon that pnshensi f est
a malevolent spirit in disguise. We may also face a
hydra along this quest. They often keep company
withtheseh ags . 0O

Alexa removed a small, very worn blue book
and flipped to the middle.
of people who were neither innocent enough to gain
heaven nor evil enough to be sémthell Theyore
trapped between worlds and assigned passish as
gates They are tormented for not being good
enoughduring life. Serpents are sent to guard their
graves. If their tormentor is slain, they are free to
attempt moving on to the a



AAtt empt ?0
AANnot helacobb i Bibke ke fihe r ea d |
Hydra is a huge spent that comes out at night. It
can stay on earth until the sun rises. If the rays touch
it, it becomes dust. It cannot be defeated in many
ot her ways. 0

Jacobobs | inHo wt Wion nweed . k e e
occupied for so |l ong?o0
Al cannot answerseeittbat y e
know how to handle i1t.o0

AHow do you know so much
up after t he war ?0 Dani el
against his wildl. AWhere d

The other men listened eageidy her reply All
of them wanted t&now that.

A Nwois not the time for such questions. Perhaps
when we have completed our task, then such
curiosities might be satis

The guys were forced to accept that as Alexa
began their next adventure.

AOn your guard. Center f|

Danger filled theair as they began to walk
toward the glowing path.

The hill behind the city was a thick mass of trees
on both sides of the road, but the tramped gath
throughit told them other people had made this trek
recently. Unlike in the city, there was little gagea
here and almost no signs of the old world. If not for
the cracked, weedy pavement beneath their boots, it
could have been a stroll through the countryside.
Nothing moved or made noise around them, not



even bugs or bats. The wind was also still,
preventng them from catching smells. The peace
made everyone nervous.

Brian trailed the group, trying to stay out of the
way, trying to find the courage to leave like his
mother wanted.

Behind him, the wolf padded along, nose to the
ground as if to memorize theicents.

Shadows lengthened infoll darkness, making
the fake sight priceless.

They walked that way for an hour.

Al see aéePinto!o David
those tiny cars. o

The group slowed to store details. It was the first
vehicle t htgréad. found o

They kept moving, boots leaving no traam
the gritty ground. This road had hardersed! was
no longer receptive to prints. Nature had taken away
yet another other sense to keep them from tracking
the beastsThe animalswere gathering, prepang
for a massive revolt intended to finish off the
surviving refugees

Alexa ponderedhatthought as they advanced,
seeingsigns of old battles now half a decade gone.
For their sins against each other, mankind deserved
to parish. Nature had been broughto playe A
cold feeling of danger fell oveklexa.

Shestopped, turning to face the threat with her
gun drawn.

Her men did the same.



A woman stood on the road behind them.

Tall and crying, she wore black rags of
mourning. Bright blood rolled from ampen gash in
her forehead and her ashy skin was blotted with
crusted sores.

AWe would pay the toll .o
The hag extended a bony

alone may pass. 0 The bansh
at the al armed men, nose f
eat them. 0

Alexashowednfearat he t hr eat . A

their passage. O

AHa! You are corrupted by
APer haps. o

The harpy hesitated, pockmarked face flashing
cold greed. AWhat do you o
AThe death of your enemy.
The hagobs exipmprde s sfiMann tiisg

enemy. O
Al exa shook her head. 0AN:
with a hatred that is justified, but not your own. Let
us pass. In return, we shall destroy the beast ruining
your grave. You wi | be fr
Thunder cracked overhead. Lightning flashed
angrily in the distance.
AYou have until the suno:
t his promi se or I wi || k
screechedoudly, backing into the scraggly trees.
Her evilnoisesechoed in the suddenly gusting wind
as she vanished.
Alexa nodded aEdward to take over the lead.



He didndt need to ask whi
already tell where they were supposed to Hoe
Hagbs grave was the car t
white light shined from it.

The car was a rusted hulk with old bullet holes
and weeds higher than the doors growing inside it.
They couldnodot tell wh at C
layers of dirt. It looked like any other remnant of
society that had been abandoned when the fuel ran
out. The men had been expecting an actual grave.
Theyhadnoét thought about it

They walked back up the hill silently, on the
lookout for anything else also moving toward it.

Bright light illuminatedthe car The ghosts of
the haunted swirled above them in the sky, visible
only because of the falgigght dust.

A familiar woman sat behind the wheel. While
they watched, the hag cackled for her partioer
open fire. Ghostly bodies fell, denied passageafor
lack of water, and then it ended.

Silence fell as the vision vanished.

Alexa walked toward theacr . APi ck a s
watch. o

The men settled in various places to be sure each
angle was covered.

Alexa concentrated. The things that happened
here were beyond forgivene
the hag. Alexa sighed as she realized she was going
to be forcedo break her promise. The hag deserved
to die and that woul dnot



because she was already de@dl wtop throwers
wi t h me. Bring the tree sh



Chapter TwentyTwo

Tough Love

1

T he weeds near them rustled.

Alexa faced theserpent coming from the
shadows. The size of a boa constrictos, tdil

rattled. She assumed it would bite and poison, as

well as squeeze.

The snake slithered toward the grave of the hag.
Al exads men didnot mo v e
still, but it was hard. A of them were poised to

open fire.

AStop, in the name of Saf
The snakehissed rising to be as tall as man.

Hungry fangs dripped salivd.Wh o ar e you?o
ATravel ers who wish to pe:
The snake glared at her, but Alexa could sense

its weariness.

Aln return, | offer you
AFavorsss ar e not t he

Firewal ker . o
The snake surprised her by knowing what she

was.

ANeither you nor yssur hu

without the payment. 0
AName your price SO wWe C:



A N loaggelsss either, my bold adventuver. T h e
snake rotated toward her crefissgow the guns.
You canét kill a ghost. 0

All of the menmight have argued that in another
situation.

Al exads hand slid toward
somet hing you do want. o

The snakdowered toresume its slither toward
the grave. fAPassage has be
not appear for you.o

Alexa tossed a pouch of dust toward the snake.
ABones of a descendant . o

The snake spun around akatched ontothe
pouch with itsfangs,tasting it

Al exadbs men frowned at tl

The snake rose into the
rules you break. What happens when they discover
your origins are not pure?

Alexa sneered Al to6s a mistake
dondt already know and wat

The ntelligent reptile easedacki nt o Al ex a
pat h, scanni ngstalkteeparta?fiowhy d

ATo d.ldmse

The snake laughed.

To Mark, it sounded like a creepy clown.

For Edward, it echoed like a serial killer from
an old movie.

Jacob knew it for what iwas. He stepped
forward. Al see your <chain

Everyone froze, including Alexa.



Jacob used his blade to slice through the golden
lariat.

In the distance, a scream of rage echoed through
the darkness.

The reptile fled into the shadows of the grave
without desecrating it.

The hag appeared inside the car. Bomtedat

Al ex a. AnSay 1t now! Free m
Alexa braced, gathering energy fil wono
release you until you show
The hag screeched, flying toward her.
ANow! O

Mark and Daniel threw the tree shardsthoo
impaling the hag in several places.

|t didndét stop her.

Alexa slid between the hag and her mstil)
gathering energy.

The hag switched directions, rushing for Alexa.
Huge arms grabbed her and began to squeeze.

Edward ran forward.

AFi r e! WurstAnto damas.

ANo! 0 The hag screeched &
tree shards coul dnot .

Alexa held tight as the hag burned, ears ringing
from the shrieks.

The demon spirit vanished in a blinding flash of
red glares and screams.

Alexa let go of the firepanting.

The night fell silent around them, then grew
darker until they coul dnot



The road lit up in blinding green edges that
whispered of nasty nights and bloody days along the
cobblestones lining it.

Al exa stepped foorward. Al
The crew walked down the road, all sensing
theyod |just had a very fa

accept oddness and adapt. They were proud of
themselves.

So was Al exa. She hadnot
following his instincts an
test. They would all learn together.

Behind them, Brian stepped onto the path to
follow.

The snake came out of the shadows, sliding
backtoward the pouch of dust.

Both of them stilled, regarding each other.

Alexa slowed, sensing the exchange about to
happeni We freed you. Do not

Brian realized the danger at the same time as

Al exads men. He stared at
The snake was hungry. Set free of the grave
chore, the reptile shivere

demand passage. 0

AMy motlhreed you. 0O

The snake | ower ed. APay.l
willingly. | ésmell you! o B
the snake lunged forward abdgan to wrajround

his EMgschal. Safe Haven!

Thunder cracked, rattling the ground.
Alexasighedi So much for going



Around them, the night lit up with the sound of
somethingunning.

AThat 6s coming toward us
the others to get ready. They drew their guns and
prepared to do what theyod

Brian refused to mve as the snake continued to

wrap around his | egs. [t v
he could sense it getting
AYou should be! Mi tchel s
the earth!o

Briands tone hardened. A
for screwing thisup or her . She had vy

Offended, the snake spun faster around his legs.

ANo one has me under contr
AThen why were you chai ne
The sky flashed in warning as the snake began

to squeeze. fiHumans are th
Briansdrdgglt e even thougl

are the same in every di me

a cheat. Thatdés why vyou w

Because y ou canot be tru

toward the starless sky.

demand vengeance for thistbe ay al . 0
Time slowed as magic swirled through the

night. Lightning forked, slamming into the snake. It

blasted Brian and the reptile into the shadowy trees

lining the road.

Alexa gestured her crew to wait as silence fell.

It impressed her that Brian had dwmn how to

handle the serpent, but st



out come. By calling for he
the radar.

Brian stood slowly, sore but unharmed. He
glanced down to find a tiny garden snake writhing
in agony at his boots. Its voice was higitched,
like a balloon with air rupturing through small
hol es. Al Tdemand your |

Al exads knife plunged t hce
silencing the curse before it could be finished.

Edward joined them, not sure when she had
moved. One mi n uhiseside. $hee 6 d
next, she was three feet from the snake and minus
her best knife.

Brian knelt to retrieve the blade, shocked at the
tiny snake. He could fit it to his pocketBrian held
the blade out, face wrinkled in confusion.

Alexa took it without toucimg him, without
hugging him or verifying that he was uninjured. She
slid the knife into her cloak and turned away.

Brian al most cried. He n
maybe a hug.

Al exads shoulders dtiffe
wonoét respond t endangeahim need
further.

Edward saw both reactions and vowed to unite
t he f ami | ynderstdrehll the abstadles,
but that wasndt necessary

AYou candét. 0o Alexa stepp
| ead position. Altds the w

AWY coulsdethhte wevnakeds r e:
Mar k didnot usually mind



| oat he t he jostleftabehind. dt hadh ey 0 ¢
been evil.
AMonsters are i1l lusions
by spirits who have crossed through the portal from
other dimensions. Grave guards are spirits who
coul dnot pay for passage
agreed to a term of bondage. A snake was simply
the form it chose. 0
ARSo these spirits pick tF
our minds and become t hem.
Al t 6s wijust aneentdrthirang shivelf
they kill enough, they become real. The blood ties
them to this dimension. Our belief as we die gives
themsolidityl i ke 1 n the Killing
ALI ke t he vampires. o D e
subdued.
AYes. 0 Al exa refaad gruntd8l.r i a n 6
AHeds too far away for wus
Edward spun around to flash a hand code that
the other men coul dnot ree
taught him during their month alone together. When
she hadnoét taught It to D
been full of pride. Now, he was just relieved. It was
a way to help her son, but not involve the otien
on her crew.
Alexa increased her pace, feeling time slipping.
AMIi nd your ammunition. O
Relief came as the men understood they would
be using their gunfor the next challenge. It was
why they were here.



Eyesappeared in front of them, floating higher
than a normal animal. Red glares padded their way
with low growls and snarls.

Everyone began shooting.

Large wolves lungettom the front and sides of
the pdh, falling into each otheas they were hit.

More gunfire rang out behind them.

Alexa spun around, leaving her crew to finish
the half dozen houndgill charging them

Edward fired intoawo | f 6s head, t hel
guard Alexa. He had no doubt Jacob would cover
the remaining animals.

Bangbang!

Daniel and David also turned around,
disappointed, but awarthatt hey woul dnodt
chance with Jacob dpoint for the three wolvestill

coming.

Billy didndét shoot, but
was the second to last man on this angle, protection
for the shooter. Billy adm

Jacob di dn oytofitcHasrfearsavdro ut ¢
having to bless the blade needed an outlet, but these
three animals wereno6t goin
was something. Jacob rattled off three fast shots that
should have brought silence to the road.

Gunfire continued in a steadpattern that
reminded the men of their training sessions.
Watching her was amazing, so it was a surprise for
the mento findA | e xgané ia those worn holsters.

Alexa watched in pride, but she also listened for
trouble sneaking up on them. Haenwere géting



a verification here and it would be easy to overlook
newdanger.

Brian fired again, then scanned for the next wolf
pup. The size of large dogs, the pups had come for
him while their parents went ftris mom

Brian snapped off raother shot, swept, fied
again,and reloaded in a blur that drew smiles to the
faces of the adults. Brian
just a bit slower from his smaller hands and large
gear.

Like Jacob had been, Brian was lost in the fight.

He didndét noti csawWwasaromudi e
of red orbs and hungry teeth that needed to be
stopped before they hurt anyone else. Those pups
needed a lot of meat.

Brian fired in a smooth sweep, hitting sides and
chests instead of aiming for heads. Chest wounds
were just as deadly.

Alexar ot at ed back toward t|
resume the walk. She refused to allow any of them
to observe more of her emotions for Brian. Many
things had been stolen from her over a lifetime of
fighting the government for her inherited skills, but
having her bild taken was the worst of it.

Alexa locked herself behind the cool fagade she
was known for and waitedith fingers tapping her
holsters

Edward walked toward Brian, not worried the
boy would hit him by accident or on purpose.

Billy grinntaly iHerds. a@ef i



Edward slowed as Brian finished the last two
pups with a single shot. He got them through the
chests at close range, backing up as he fired, like
any of them would have done. Edward was sorry he
now had to run the bhery off
killed!o

Brian reloaded, breath coming in sharp gasps.
He shoved the hot gun into his holster and knelt to
retrieve the i1tems hedod d
come out as he thought t hi
fishing in his kit for a snack.

Edward glanceat his boss, torn. He wanted to
disobey.

Her stiff shoulders sent anger through Edward.
This is cruel!

Alexa nodded at the mental shokor all of us.
Sheturned anddelivered a curt glance to her son.

AThis is as far as you go
Br i anmlEt ngvalevels as he faced her
deci si on. Al 6d | i ke to kno

so far. o
AYou have, but anot her ¢

Al exa reluctantly held up
Everyone stared at her scarred wrist. The

bitemarks had blackened, @stng. The ugly color

was spreading up her wrist.

nlf you stay, we 0| | have
months I f webre careful, i
reach Safe Haven, | 61 | be
cur e, we can be together

made the oly choice a mothetan 0



Brian nodded as she lowered her arm. The cloak
sleeve hid inow, but the image was burnt into his
brain.

ARBecause of my situation

this portal, take a break,
known locatiofithe Geo gi a mount ai ns. O
her | ove show, just for ar

now yours to use as you see fit. Take your place
among my f a tSheejerked herahandy . 0
ripping away the mental lock.

Brian groaned as doors opened in his mind,
revealing power heo6éd only
flashed into the sky and disappeared.

The other men observed fascination Edward
remembered t he t wins shecd
beginning of the quest, right after picking him up.
Those girls had been strongut Edward thought
Brian was stronger than both of them put together.

He coul d al most feel a pow
ACompl ete your quest. Joi

Brian | ocked down on his
unlocked his gifts. It would help himteehl p her . |
| ove youémom. 0

AAnd |, you. Not hing wil/l

Brian |l eft the path and

The Wolf followed him, nose to the ground.

Alexa turned away to keep from crying.

Edward placed a hand on her shoulder in
comfort.

Alexa smotlered the response that came. She
di dndot have time for a rel



wasnot goi ng t o start on
Edward. As soon as he had her to himself, he would
change. It always happened, and she refused to go
through that, but eveih he was perfect for her, it
didndéot matter. The quest ¢
Edward felt the wall of coldness come down. He
frowned, unsure what he had done to displease her.

Al see movement ahead. o
sight with hAttetgnnd antrancé Sol d
you chose. 0 Dani el studi ed
traveled hard to gardnoher e.
heavy artillery. o

Al exa wasnodot surprised.
in. If they chase us into the darkness, we have the
advantAdgeex.ad gl anced at Dar
boom?o0

Daniel grinned, fishing in his cloak pocket.
AYou got 1t, boss. o

Alexa walked closer to David, scannirgm,
thensheled them into the weeds alongside the path
so they wouldndét be as Vvis

The soldiers were caped around a fire and
appeared unhappy to be fterworld at night.

They huddled shoulder to shoulder, guns in their
laps. All the men were thin and bruised, with worn
clothing and boots wrapped in duct tape. The
government wasnothetrmdni ng p

Alexa and her crew moved into the darker
shadows, stopping less than fifty feet from the
sol di ersdé camp.

Alexa waited, timing it, then made the call.



AGo! 0 She ran for the se\
The squad of soldiers turned at bootsteps

crunchingonthe oad, but they hadn
fight.
Al ncoming! o

Watch out! o
AThat 6s her! Get that wor
Gunfire filled the air as Edward and the others
tried to kill them while running. Half the shots
landed, forcing the soldiers to take cover behind
their truck
Alexa got her crew into the sewer and
immediately rotated to fire at those brave enough to
follow.
Soldiersstill tried to slip inside.

N

ARnGet in there! Sheds wor
year! o

Daniel slapped his last brick cappedC-4 onto
a grimy wall.

Alexa and the others ran into the darkness as
Daniel struck the lighter.

Soldiers rushed in during the pause.

Daniel dropped to the filthy ground and crawled
into the darkness.

Alexa turned. She fired once, aiming high.

The enemy paused, expecting morddial

Daniel got up and ran.

The soldiers heard him and gave chase.

The G4 exploded, blowing soldiers over the
walls that began to crumble. The entrance vanished



under a pile of dusty rubble, throwing them all into
pitch black conditions.

Alexaopenedhemout h t o get them
A familiar, hated sound echoed through the tunnel.
Somet hing scurried over Al
fear. She didnodot wait for
shoul der while attaching t

Alexa walked quickly while takig a flare from
the deep pockets of her cl
Alexa struck the flare as she increased speed.

Water roared behind them.

AOn the run! o

The men struggled to get ropes attached to each
personds bel't but not | os
slowed them down. Water rushed through the
tunnel.

ARSecured! o

AFor your |l ives, run!o

Daniel shoved forward to reach Mark and
Edward. All three men ran alongside but behind
Alexa, waving the others to do the same. It tangled
the ropes but kept them close enoughshoot a
clear path as she ran straight for a group of walking
dead. The gunfire was drowned out by the water on
their heels.

AJump on my cal I . Mi ddl
dropped speed a little as steew the flare [ On e .
Two. Threeé Jump! o

Al e x a 6 s edadfthe laspincls df ground.
Daniel wrapped her up as he jumped, bringing
her along.



Mark and Edward clasped arms around the
couple to give thenall momentum as they flew
through the open aifThey landed hard, groaning
and scrambling for a sturdy hold.

The rear trio was jerked off their feet. They
dropped intaa narrow abyss.

Edward and Mark used their free arms to hold
onto the jagged concretieor, bracing.

Daniel held tight to Alexa, protecting her
weaker form.

The ropes went taut, yanking the thrbeag
men to a sharp stop. They hit the side of the broken
ground, grunting and groaning.

AAh! 0O The top men absor be
but not letting go of the concrete.

APul | at the same isti me.
or the edges wil/l cut the
letting hermen use thosestrongbodies while she
listened for trouble. It was dark again, but the flare
shedd t hr own as she j ump
problems close to themow. The water was falling
into the long, narrow crack, sparing their lives.

Daniel stayed duin to the concrete as Mark
and Edward fought to their feet.

The men hanging moved up a bit as the top men
stood. They both leaned out over the crevasse and
started pulling.

TheDrag merclimbed the exposed wall, trying
not to snag the rope.

Alexa heard five sets of bootsake it ontahe
rock arouncher. AExcell ent. o



Daniel stood, helping her do the same.
Alexa flashed a smile they cousgebecause of

the flare. fAYoudmake yours
Hermenbeamedall trying to catch their breath.
AThat should be iIin a hal

Jacob brushed dirt and bits of stone from his arms.
ANever would have thought

ANecessity is the mother

Al exads f av oght d¢alen toqtheo t e t
adrenalindfilled males. They waited for her to
continue their adventure.

Alexa secretly breathed a sigh of relief that
theyod all survived. She
hole in the ground, though she probably should
have. The apocalypsehadt |j ust rui ned

Alexa straightened her clothes and gear, like her
crew was doing, then led them forward. The flare
was starting to sputter already. It had been splashed
by the water rushing into the gap. There were no
other sounds, telling themeéh s ol di er s had
as lucky. That should have been a blessing, but it
raised concern instead. The way behind them was
blocked. If the way ahead was also, they were
trapped in the stinking darkness again.

Anger flared as they walked, searching for an
outlet.



Chapter TwentyThree

Night Must Fall

1

As they trudge through the darkness,

Mar kés fears gr e Beforedheder [
war, he had been a respected member of society,

t hough hedd frequented the
had become killer. During his wakeful period$ie

had been tortured. Walking through these dark
earthen walls resembled the marches to the shower

that inmates had received once a month.

Edward dropped back and placed a hand on
Mar ks shoul lisaumrest abl e t o f
Mark appreciated the gesturbut he di d n 6t
reply. There was nothing he could say other than he
was fighting his demons and Edward already knew

that.

Alexa walked by the flare, eyeing the new room
they were entering. It was wide but narrowing into
a corrdor she disliked for the confined space. It
appeared like a badly decorated hallway in a
haunted house of the past. As they walked, small
windows appeared on each side of the tunnel walls,
but they let in no light.

ACel |l s. o



Al exads mutt ershivgratese her
cells had been here for a long time according to the
layers of webs and crud over them, but they felt out
of place.

ARThese are the final gua
Al exa increased speed. nJa
AWe donot h alaceb clunig éo hik ni f e

fear of failure.
AComing up on the right.
Near the end of the corridor, a stack of bodies
were bleeding onto the floor. The flare burning out
behind them gave enough details to bring
goosebumps. Gouged eyes and shreddedtshes
glared at them in warning.
AVery fresh. o David move

hear thoughts. Eager . . . i mp
Al exa put a hand on Davi
magi cian. Youbve always kn
AYes. o0 David began tto ga
want it this way. o

ANone of us did. o Al exa
proud of who you are. Shie

Jacob ducked low as they reached the bodies.

His fingers fumbled for the edge of the golden blade
sticking from Lil btahodbés bl
of it and kept moving without tripping his team.

The cells began to creak open.

ARun! 0 Al exa took her ow
hard for them to stay tight in the narrow tunnel. She
pushed hardtogeghead so that the r
tangles BThegbd. 06 She push



dragging theDrag men. Their feet were barely
touching thalebris layeredioor.

Something big crashed after them, pounding on
the walls of the tunnel.

Concrete flew. Roars echoed. The monsters
lumbered out behind tHargest demon guarding the
portal. He was the leader. Big, and angry at being
disturbed, he swung along the nasty walls, creating
gouges

The tunnel narrowedloo much!Alexa tried to
stop without tripping everyon&rap!

Alexa rotated to face the biggefitreat. She
leapt over the ropes before they coud her.

The team slid around, crisscrossing, but
managed to stay on their feet.

Everyone opened fire.

Bullets slammed into the walls. They went right
through the monsters.

ANow, Jacob! o

Jacob drew the dden blade but hesitated.
AWhich one?! o0

AThe bi g owasdtlbfiring dseless d
bullets at the dozen monsters nearing them.

Jacob didndét move.

APut your Dbitterness asi
Mark didndét have time to b

Al t s n o n acobotdrned his dack an J
the coming monsters. Al tos

Alexa turned to find a man standing at the
opposite end of the room. He appeared perfectly
normal in every way.



Jacob kissed the bl ade.
do. 0 He threw it.

Alexa shoved Jacob oaf the way as a monster
swiped for him.

Mark took the blow instead. He grunted, falling.

Edward caught him.

The blade plunged into the t r a nchesty 6 s
drawing a shocked gasp.

The monsters froze. Then they melted into piles
of rats that scurrietbeneath the debris with hostile

squeaks.
Alexa took a bottle from her pocket and forced
It between Markos | ips. fAS

David concentrated and brought up a thin
barrier around them.

Edward watched the mystery man fall to his
knees. fAHow did you know?o
Jacob also observed the

nét about my faith in C
th in myself.o
Still, how did you know
Because we do. 0 Jacob sn
she wasnodt | oo khermanpstesstit hi m.
made sensthatt h ey 6 hav,eoa. oontr
Edward grunted. ANever tF
He slappedlacobon t he ar m. ALet 6s
of f. o

Alexa worked on Mark. The timeless potion
shedd bought from Jendon
loss, butitwa s n 0 t heal ing hi m. T

i
i

d
n
h



been made for hi m. Shedd 1
would try to take from her first.

AA trade! &tranigérgaped at theny
bleeding in heavy streams.

Al exa shook her head. A N
NnSo wi | | he. o Mheés .mafT hs
woundsa r e | His |lasa lbreath was an ugly

cackl e. ANo descworkkdant eve

Jacob, now free of the rope, went to the man. He
yanked the blade free with
magi cian and a descendant?

David gri nndédeagooffihéshel! 06 H
and dropped down to help Alexa send healing
energy into Markds rasping

Nothing happened.

Tension seeped back into the team. Rats peered
at them with beady red orbs.

AWhy 1 sndét 1t wotohelpng?o0 I
but he didndét know how.

AFai th. o Al exa tudied J:

Jacob paused, shaking hi
you two...and | did my par

Alexa kept staring at him, waiting.

Jacob balked, stepping b:

S
h
i

AYou will, or \Bidypushedend i
Jacob toward the bleeding
ABut |1 O6m not!! He ol | know!
AHonesty...al ways matter :

through the pain and chill
fBecause the world sucks
what weodrendwrecedatobdotro



Mar k, furious. AYoudre dyi
can you have faith in the
AHe | oves me. 0 Markods ey
beinSd am. 0

Jacob growled, spinning.
Edward shrugged. fnae | ove
died in the government bun
Jacobdés fury swarmed the
the others from answering his disbelieving glares.
ALeadership would have Kk
Safe Haven. o

Al would have died from
mountain. o

AMy suicide attempt woul ¢

Jacob stared at them. Ay
But he <coul dvouthave haangehfery di d
being put in those situat.

AWe put ourselves here t
Al exa placed ankhkaed diN¥oldac
the decisions that put you in awful places. Not the
Creator, not the governmégto u . 0

Jacobdés expression dissol
AThey made me kil peopl e.

AYou stayed because you |
could tell where this needed gm now. He could
also tellthat Alexa and David were getting tired.

This needed to be over SO
peace. O

Al wonot ! I didndét! o Jac
the wall s, scattering rat:
want to enjoy it! | shouldhaviee en put down.



AYes . Oremoled kea hand frorhis leg.

AHe | oyteeo.yoYloudve been g
chance to do things right.
Al dondét. ..o Jacob tried
deserve 1it. |l hurt peopl e.
ASo does the Creator. M
Edward pushed on Jacobos
man to kneel by Mar k. n Mot
youdre needed. 0O

AFor more killing.o
AYes, 0O the team answered
Jacob hung his head. Al Or
Alexa led him to the finismi For what ?0
AFor Dblelitnngg.wo Jacob | et t
l i king 1 t. o

Alexa smiled, tiredly. 0\
Jacob shuddered. He pl acce
chest. Altdéds my honor. o

Bright light shot fromall the fighters touching
Mark. His body arched as healing orbswlever his
frame.
fiThe wizardguyisne |l t i ng. . . Oor S O Me
Al exa didnodot take her at:t
Everyone else glanced overdeewhat Edward
was talking about.
The wizardbs bl oody body
but green steam rose from his heade Berie fog
was lifting off the ground and floatg toward the
wall. As it began to go upward, almost slithering,
the tension brought Alexa to her feet.



AThe bodyds al most gon
fascinated David. He helped Mark to his feet but
kept an arm arounthe shaky man as he pointed.
Altds turning into the gre
Altoés the portal. o Al exa
Her men gaped at the blur of her fast draw.
Behind them, the wizard stood in motionless
approval. AYou may pass. o
Alexa studied the unharmed man wearing a robe
that covered him from head to toe. Only his
sparkling greereyesand dark cheeks were visible
under the black cloth.
AWe came to close the pot
The wizard laughed.
Her men were offended and confused.

Alexah ol st ered, sighing. A C
AAnd his companions. 0 Th
grizzled hand at the portal now shimmering along

t he wal |l | i ke a stepmother

pass. O
Jacob could view their reflections, but not the
wi zar dos ilg.ntaasdistutbingpr o f
AWhere wil/l It take us ?«
magic he didndét wunderstand
AWherever we wish?o Mar |
laugh, high on the mixed energy speeding through
his body. The humor drained from his face.
ARoCause we dohnadtt sbheilti.eov e i
nlt |l eads to the next st
Wi zar dos gave a creepy S
Hor seman. 0O



Edward winced at the war:
The wizard slowly lifted both hands to include
the entire group.

AWhere does itdnga?!hcel Ma rl
frustration.
AWhere do you want 1t to
The team looked to Alexa. That was her answer
to give.

Alexa sighed. She wanted to go straight to Safe
Havenbut t hat wasndét how a (
AA place where \Joeadayoom s hel
mont h. 0o She paused. #AA Saf

The wizard nodded. AANnd
ball of golden light flew from his hands.

David couldnét bring up |
The gold ball sl ammed into

Alexa groaned,mc hi ng. AThank yolu

Her crew waited for an explanation,
understanding it wasnot a
Heds gone! o
So are the rats. o David
first attempt to use his power had been a disaster.

Al exa groaned again. nLe
towardthe portal, stepped through without fear.

All six men ran after her, frowning or grinning.

Al exa stopped as the sun
burnatall A A prize, indeed. 0

Edward stopped nextto hérrAr e you <cur e

A @yof my s un Skewald stil feeh . 0
the wrongness of her body and the thirst for blood
burning in her throat.
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i
























