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Strong Enough

Are you strong enough?
Can you hold your doubt?
Do you care enough

To take the untamed route?

Is your heart beating faster?

Are your muscles tensed for flight?

Did you bring your gun?

That’s the only defense against the night.

Have you locked up your loved ones?
Seen to your things and self?

Have you begun to understand?
There’s no such thing as wealth.

Are you tired of the lies?

Are you ready to show your skill?
Do you have what it takes...?
Can you kill?

The battle is nearly here.

Our road 1s fraught with danger.
In each apocalyptic street,
Lurks a desperate stranger.

Are they a threat?
Maybe, a friend.



Someone’s clean slate
Yet always, the same old end.

Are you strong enough?

Can you control your fear?
Are you ready to feel alive?
‘Cause Mother Nature’s here
...and she’s pissed.



Part One

Aftermath:

The consequences of an event.



Chapter One

Settling Down
May 17

1

Kenn stopped in the open door to Angela’s

room, ignoring disapproving looks from her guards.

“You’ll live. That’s good.” Kenn scanned her
wounds. / hate seeing that on her now. I wish I'd
been along to stop it.

The thought drew a surprised stare from Angela.
She could feel how much he meant it. “Yeah.
Thanks.”

Kenn was unable to take his gaze off the
breathing wound. It was uglier than anything he’d
ever done to her.

“That doesn’t absolve you!”

“I know... I didn’t come to fight.”

Angela watched him, while he watched her.
They’d been through a lot together, years of hell,
but the war had ended it. They were both free now.
“I’'m telling the camp about Charlie’s parentage.”

Kenn stiffened. “Most of them suspect anyway.
They think you had an affair.” He took the next step
toward peace with the past. “I’'m sorry for saying
it.”

Silence lingered in the small room at his



admission.

Kenn leaned against the doorframe and stared at
her with an unreadable blue gaze.

Angela lifted her chin and carefully stood up.

“Ugh.” The thick twinge when she straightened
ripped a groan from her lips against her will. She
didn’t look at Kenn, hating it that he was seeing her
weak.

“You’re on light duty in a week?”

“Providing John clears it.” Angela took her first
steps while the overprotective hens were out of the
room. It had been five days since her boots had even
touched the ground. It felt good to be standing, to be
alive.

She inched toward the window. The room they
had her in was an office, now cleared of everything
except the stiff couch, two chairs and a desk with
photos of a smiling family. The room had one door
and one window. An escape route. She flashed to
the country club. Fire was her biggest fear—one she
wasn’t sure she even wanted to try taming.

Sunlight, bright and rare, beamed in as she
looked through the yellowed blinds. Safe Haven
appeared, with hundreds of happy survivors. The
weight in Angela’s heart eased a bit. /'m home.

Angela watched Marc take the dog leashes from
Charlie, freeing the boy to come in again. He was
so good, so pure.

Being with his father might have given Charlie
that type of personality too. Hopefully, there was
still time for some of it to rub off.



Behind her, the room was filling with tension.
She realized Kenn wanted something. “What is it?”

Kenn winced. He’d assumed there wouldn’t be
magic with her so weak. “Do you think... Is there
some way...” Kenn clenched his hands. “Can you
forgive me?”

Angela turned, gaping. That was something
she’d never thought to hear from him.

It was something Kenn had never thought he
would say and actually mean. Hoping for her to die
on the trip to Safe Haven had been easy. When it
was a real possibility, the truth had come like a
shovel to the knuckles. He wanted her power, but
he’d thought he was immune to her charms. Then
the war came, and he’d even tried to leave his past
behind, but she’d made it here. And then earned a
place at Adrian’s side! It was the Angela he had first
glimpsed working in the kids’ unit at the hospital,
settling into her new career. She’d been vibrant, a
glowing beacon of hope for his dark soul. He’d
loved her. [ still do... Damn it!

Angela was picking up his thoughts clearly
now. The ugly darkness she was used to was gone,
replaced by the heavy chains of guilt. Her nearly
dying had sent him soul-searching. She wouldn’t
destroy that progress. “Yes. In time, I think.”

Kenn opened his mouth, grateful.

“Well, I won’t!”

Charlie was standing behind Kenn. It was hard
to guess how much he’d heard, but clearly, it was
enough. Weariness swarmed over Angela. She



braced her wobbly legs. Maybe it is too soon for all
this.

“You always get off!”

The open hatred in Charlie’s words was a
surprise to the Marine, but not to the mother.

“I’m gettin’ real tired of that. You don’t deserve
forgiveness!” Charlie sneered. “Until I’'m an Eagle,
I guess there’s not much I can do about it.”

The teenager left with an angry stride that was
very unlike the obedient boy the camp had gotten
used to.

There was a pause after he left. Charlie’s words
had opened a new dilemma. Would Adrian let the
teenager into his army? What was the age limit?
Was there one?

Kenn started to follow the boy.

Zack stepped into his path. “Leave him alone.
You’ve done enough damage.”

“Move!” Kenn started to bump shoulders and
found Zack’s gun in his chest.

Zack scanned Angela. “You should lie down.”
He glared at Kenn. “And you should get the hell
out.”

Adrian viewed it from the front door in
satisfaction. She’d won them all over, even the
stunned Marine slowly lowering his fist. Kenn was
also now hers to command, though she didn’t know
it yet.

Adrian watched her motion Charlie out of the
line of fire, and then refuse his request to go get
Marc. He had come right back upon hearing Zack



challenge Kenn. She understands Charlie needs to
see this too, Adrian thought in approval. It was
amazing to find someone who could lead so
instinctively. Angela was exactly what he’d begged
fate to send.

Kenn’s tense body relaxed. “Go on then, shoot
me. You still won’t get my place.”

“I don’t want it!” Zack spat. “I want you
exposed for the lying pig that you are!”

Kenn stared. He didn’t understand why Zack
had flipped on him. “Why?”

“Because our camp XO always has to do his
duty first, or we die.” Zack motioned with the barrel
of his gun. “Jeff overheard Adrian right after the
brother snuck into camp and was killed. He said
Angie could have been stabbed and shot!” Zack’s
finger tightened, expression twisting. “You once
told me you were the best rifleman on your base.
Why did she get hurt at all?”

Kenn hadn’t seen this blow coming.

The listening men crowded closer, giving Zack
a full team of pissed-off, mixed-level support.

Zack wasn’t aware of it and he didn’t need it.
He’d found out the night before the slaver mission
and vowed to handle this as soon as he could. “If
you’ll do that to a female, to an Eagle, you don’t
deserve to be his XO. You should be banished!”

“Or maybe dead.” Allan flanked Zack. “If you
had your own team, it might have already
happened.”

“That’s why he doesn’t.” Lee joined the



impromptu jury. “And why he resents all of us so
much. Even the rookies are more worthy than he is.
At least they try to get along.”

Zack slowly lowered his gun. “Angela should
have your place.”

Kenn had frozen, determined to take his
punishment like a man, but now, he shoved his
hands into his pockets and leaned against the
doorframe, no longer caring about their audience. “I
have his right because 1 belong there. You don’t
have to believe it. Adrian does.”

“Then maybe he’s wrong!”

Outside, the camp was growing quiet, becoming
aware of a problem.

“Maybe so.” Kenn flashed that hard, new
expression they were all starting to be cautious of,
to respect. “But you wouldn’t even be an Eagle right
now if it weren’t for me, so your opinion means
exactly shit.”

Zack’s arm rose again. “That’s not true!”

“It 1s.” Kenn swept the other furious men,
ignoring the gun. “The same is true of most of you.
I’ve added to his army, and I’ve always pulled my
weight. I’ve even saved the camp, all of them, at
least once. I've bled and sweated, and built, the
same as you have.” Having the day for it, Kenn
surprised all of them. “And I’ve made mistakes,
ones I’'m trying to fix. If it’s too late for that, or I
find ’'m not strong enough, I’ll resign.”

“It’s too late.” Zack gestured. “Look at the mess
last night!”



Kenn shrugged. “I’d like to see how you would
have done so much better with everything going
on.”

“I want you gone.”

“You don’t get to make that call.”

All eyes went to Adrian, but the blond was
staring at Angela. He lifted a brow.

She shook her head. “He stays where he is.”

Faces tightened at her firm answer.

Zack’s anger fled, leaving a tired hatred. He spat
at Kenn’s boots. “You’re a piece of shit.”

Kenn let out a harsh grunt. “Fuck you, boot.”

Everyone waited as Zack considered attacking
anyway.

“You’d better kill me.” Kenn glared. “That is
the only way I’ll go.”

“Maybe he’ll have help with that.” Allan hadn’t
drawn his gun, but his hand was resting on the
holster. “If you had been doing your job, Rick
wouldn’t have gotten close enough to try killing
Adrian. You let your personal shit endanger
everyone in this camp.”

“Too busy plotting and planning to do your
job.” Zack’s voice deepened. “It’s been quiet
because we had more important things to handle,
but now that the slavers are gone, you should be,
t00.”

It was a powerful moment for the Eagles, but for
Kenn, it was only the rest of his lies collapsing.

“Take a vote, then.” Kenn knew the outcome.

Allan looked to Adrian, who was in the



doorway. “He still has your support?”

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation.

Allan hadn’t expected any. “Until he doesn’t,
we’ll follow, but the second he gets out of line, we’ll
kill him.”

“I’d expect no less from the men you’ve
become.” Adrian’s tenor was full of careful control.
“Now, you’re truly my Eagles.”

“We are that.” Zack glared at Kenn. “As long as
he walks your line, things will stay the way they are,
but we’re watching now, and we won’t let even one
fucking thing slide.”

Kenn had known it could get this bad when the
truth finally came out. It would be open season on
his place now, and the competition was only a part
of it. The Eagles would help each other, make their
own picks and form groups of support. It was quite
likely that a month from now, Neil or Marc might
have the XO slot. Despite the words that had been
said and everything that had happened, Kenn
refused to believe Angela might get that place. The
Eagles would never allow it, not when so many of
the men wanted it.

Head starting to thump, Adrian moved away
from the main door and turned toward the camp.
The members couldn’t hear what was happening,
but thanks to the glass front windows, they were
viewing it. The warehouse was in the center, near
the bonfire. He’d wanted Angela to feel surrounded
by the golden light he was throwing out in thick



waves.

Angela was reeling from the open emotions.
The loss of their men wasn’t helping. Daniel, Frank,
and Cris had given their lives. Judging from the
small work crew driving up the nearby hill, they
would be buried tonight.

Angela heard Kenn leave and stayed at the
window. The constant ache in her shoulder was
draining her energy. She planned to sleep for a
while before it got dark. When Adrian put their men
to rest, she would be there to pay her respects—even
if she had to ask for a wheelchair ride.

Knock-knock. “Is this a bad time?”

The curt rudeness of the past was gone, replaced
with a cautious respect.

Angela carefully chuckled at the irony. Just a
few days ago, the answer would have been
completely different. “No, Cynthia. Come in and
close the door so we can talk.”

Samantha watched the door shut with
resignation. After saving her life, Cynthia had every
right to be Angela’s XO. That didn’t stop Samantha
from wanting that slot.

Samantha noticed Hilda and Peggy hassling
Adrian and detoured that way. Obviously, they’d
expected him to do a better job of protecting Becky.

“No, I won’t.” Adrian swallowed his personal
anger at the women. “I trust Seth to handle the duty
he accepted.”

“I’'m going in there!” Peggy started to walk
around Adrian.



Finally acting like a mother, Samantha thought.
It’s too late.

“No.” Adrian stepped in front of her.

“I’m going, and you won’t stop me!”

“I will.” Sam joined them, hand on her gun.

Hilda and Peggy gaped. They had expected
Samantha to be on their side because she was
female.

“Let the Eagles work.” Samantha patted her
gun, bruises glaring at them. “It’s what we do.”

Adrian grinned at her open declaration of
joining his army.

“What happened to my daughter last night?”
Peggy pointed. “Was she beaten, like you?”

Sam wanted to shout the truth, but she did what
any Eagle would have. She ignored the woman and
walked away.

Samantha’s guard, Kevin, denied Peggy when
she would have grabbed Sam’s arm. He stepped
between them. “I wouldn’t do that. She hasn’t had
any sleep yet.”

Peggy glared at all of them, promising
retribution.

Samantha stepped by with a casual nod to
Adrian and received one in return. Behind her, she
heard the chatter of angry women heading for the
QZ anyway.

Samantha hit the button on her belt radio, the
first time she’d used it. “The QZ is under full
quarantine until further notice. We’re not sure what
the contaminant is yet. No one allowed in or out.”



“Copy.” The QZ guard’s voice was amused.

Adrian and Kevin shared pleased looks. If the
other females who signed up were like Angie and
Sam...and Cyn, Kevin added wistfully. If the others
were as smart, Adrian’s army was about to be
unstoppable.

A minute later, the rookie guard on the parking
area refused the two pissed women entry to the QZ.

Smirking a bit, Samantha continued on her way
to the women’s tents, ignoring the ache in her jaw
and the stares at her bruises. You should have cared
more when it might have made a difference, Peggy.
You deserve to worry.

Samantha was shocked at the callous thought.
Don’t I have any compassion for a hurting mother?
A fellow woman?

No, not in this case. Becky had been crying for
help, but her mother had been too busy to notice, let
alone to react in time to save her. Becky had learned
a hard lesson. Peggy deserved no less.

2

“She’ll be okay?”

“Yes.” Charlie handed the bottle back to Matt.
“John said she can do light duty, as long as she
keeps healing so fast.”

The two teenage boys didn’t bother with
lowered voices despite the late hour.

“That’s good then, right?” Matt wanted things
back the way they’d been. It was harder to steal a



bottle when the Eagles were so alert.

“Yes...”

Matt belched. “Are you mad your mom got
hurt?”

Charlie considered, vaguely thinking Matt
didn’t always stutter. “No. At least, [ don’t think so.
I’m pissed at Kenn.”

“Because he hit her before the war?”

“Because he never has to pay for what he’s
done! Someday, that will change.” He held out a
hand. “Open the next bottle.”

Matt dropped his eyes. “Sorry. Couldn’t get it
this time. My s-source...dried up.”

“Y ou mean he kidnapped two of our women and
got himself killed!”

Matt was shocked. “If you kn-knew I was
helping Rick, why didn’t you tell?”

“For the same reason you didn’t tell anyone
about the things I can do.” Charlie shrugged, too
upset to lie. “I didn’t want to lose my friend.”

“Yeah.”

After a minute, Charlie broke the grim silence.
“Does Adrian know?”

Matt paled. “I haven’t heard anything yet, but |
wasn’t given a schedule this morning...and I might
be under guard. Yeah, I think so.”

“What about your dad?”

“Not yet.”

“I could show up when he’s flipping out, try to
take some of the heat off you.”

“No.” The pimply teen let out a harsh sigh. “I



earned it. I’ll pay for it.”

“Like Becky.”

Both boys shuddered at the images. They were
old enough to imagine what men did to women.
They hadn’t been good friends with Becky, but she
was their age. It was frightening to think she and
Samantha had been alone with a slaver.

“You wanna go with me to check in? Maybe my
d-dad heard something from Kyle.”

Charlie followed Matt from the tent, aware of
Eagles giving them suspicious looks. Yes, Adrian
knew. Matt’s punishment would come.

The boys ducked under the canopy and saw
Adrian and Mitch in conversation at the rear of the
com truck.

Ray, the Eagle on duty here, waved them on.
“Bad time. He’ll need to cool off.”

“He’s been doing what?! I’1l kill him!”

The boys fled toward the opposite end of camp.

Mitch continued to spout threats.

Ray approved of Adrian’s casual talk down that
would keep the boy from being beaten. Matt’s
drinking problem was partly his father’s fault. He
had no right to hurt Matt for the methods used to
achieve his needs. Mitch had done the same, only
his desires had been attention and respect.

Across the way, Dale paused in his digging
chore and delivered a quick smile.

Given with a slight tilt of the jaw, Ray’s heart
picked up. He’d met Dale right here in Safe Haven,
and that was where they were staying. Dale hadn’t



been cut out to be an Eagle, but there was a place
for him, a purpose other than being one of the camp
members. Maybe Dale would be good on the fire
crew. It was a respected place, more than enough to
earn acceptance.

Off duty soon? Dale sent through code.

Ray shook his head, motioning. No. See you
after mess?

Dale nodded quickly.

Ray gave him a lingering smile that sent a flush
of happiness over his lover’s cheeks. Ray knew it
was likely to cause trouble, but it beat the hell out
of ignoring Dale unless they were alone. Honesty,
even if it got him thrown out, was the line Ray had
chosen to walk.

3

“You need to lie down.”

Angela didn’t protest when Marc slipped a hand
under her good arm and guided her back to the
couch. She’d only been up for an hour, but her body
was swearing it had been longer.

Marc helped her into a comfortable position and
handed her a bottle of water, not letting himself run
through all of the things she and Cynthia could have
been talking about. Deep down, he was sure he
knew. “I should wake you, right? For the service.”

“Before that. I’ll need time to get ready.”

Marc settled into the chair next to her bed. “I
brought you something.” He handed her a purple



gift bag. “Picked it up a couple weeks ago.”

She removed the trappings to reveal a long, thin
box with blue velvet covering. Inside was a
beautiful gold chain with a small silver pendant in
the shape of an A.

Angela took it out of the box with a smile that
filled his heart.

“It’s beautiful.”

“I saw it in a display and thought of you.”

Glad to know it hadn’t been taken from a
previous owner, she held it out. “Put it on me?”

“Nope,” Marc denied in mock regret. “John said
not even a bra strap for a few more days.”

Angela blushed and dropped her arm. She
wasn’t wearing one now. Her chest grew pointed
under the thin shirt John had given her.

Marc kept his eyes on hers, swallowing a crude
offer to hold them for her. Some days, being a man
was hard.

Angela caught the thought and flushed darker.
“Can you, uh, give me a few minutes?”

Marc snickered, sending a chill through her gut.
“Sure, Baby-cakes.” He moved for the door. “I’ll
hold that thought.”

Angela gasped. “So not fair!”

Marc pulled the door closed before she could
recover and fire back. As he went, he motioned a
man over to stand guard. When they finished
securing the perimeter and putting out the animals,
Dog would also be here, ready to eat anyone who
came close. The wolf wasn’t any happier about her



injury than anyone else was.

Angela listened to the settling camp with one
ear, and the thoughts of those moving around the
warehouse with the other. The mood was half-glad,
half-furious. She didn’t think it would take much to
spark the fuse. She also didn’t think it would take
much to put out the fire.

The camp thought she was dying. If she
attended the service, they would understand it
wasn’t as serious as rumor implied, like when
Zack’s team had rioted or when she’d been stabbed.
The Eagles would know better, of course, but they
would spin the story because it served the greater
good.

Pain, thick and heavy, dragged at her. Angela let
sleep carry her away for a brief respite. Marc’s gift
stayed clutched in her grip.

4
The radio crackled. “Kyle’s back, Boss.”
“Copy.” Adrian headed for the QZ, getting there

in time to see Kyle pull in.

Kyle didn’t look at anyone. He didn’t check in
or nod to his teammates. He didn’t even
acknowledge the waiting QZ guard. He got out and
went to open the passenger door of his truck.

The girl climbed down slowly.

Mutters went through the Eagles. The other
slaves had said 14, but wearing Kyle’s sweats and
Eagle jacket, Jennifer didn’t even appear to be that



old. The clothing swallowed her, leaving only a
child’s face and a stomach that looked ripe enough
to pick.

Kyle grabbed his kit and gently put an arm
around the teenager, helping. It would have been
fine except for what the Eagles had been told and
for the way he was ignoring everyone.

His handling also drew notice from Adrian. It
was too familiar, too caring, too openly done.
Adrian saw the frowning Eagles on duty, the
scowling camp members who were close enough to
see it, and understood Kyle wasn’t going to be
talked down from his choice. He’d come prepared
for a war. He was doing it this way to draw first
blood.

And what about the pregnant urchin that had
drawn his highest man so hard and so fast? Adrian
studied her closely, searching.

He picked up nothing but energy. Some of it
was dark, but enough of it was bright to tell Adrian
what he needed to know. She’s one of us.

“We may have to do something about that.” Neil
came to Adrian’s side. The urge to roll back out of
camp was strong for the trooper. There was nothing
here for him but guilt. “After what I’ve done,
caused, the camp won’t take much of it.”

Adrian didn’t offer comfort. Instead, he set up
another lesson. “Do you think so?”

Neil shrugged. “The other slaves we rescued
have had nothing good to say. He might be in over
his head, enough to not see the consequences.”



Adrian regarded Neil coolly. “Like me, when it
comes to wanting Angela?”

Neil forgot to breathe.

Adrian didn’t punish more than he had to. The
trooper would be doing that to himself for a long
time to come. “What did Kyle say, when you went
to him about me?”

Neil forced himself to answer, suddenly afraid
he’d just lost more ground than he could recover.
“To trust you.”

Adrian watched Kyle help the girl into the
nearest empty QZ tent and drop the flap against
prying eyes. “We’ll honor him the same way. Leave
them alone for now.”

“You got it...” Neil moved away, frowning.

Adrian glanced over his camp in tired
contentment. Another of his needed few had come,
and this one would lead the camp into the next level
of progression, the next level of survival. It was
another moment of feeling like fate was on their
side.

It made Adrian’s determination stronger. When
he was finished, this camp of survivors would all be
Eagles, even down to the children. The color of their
skin, their sex, or even age, meant little other than a
new challenge to the camp’s prewar mindset. It was
the individual light inside—the personal value that
had allowed each of them to be a survivor—he
always appealed to, but it was the same red blood
that pulsed through each of their veins. That’s what
he needed them to recognize. When they did, they



would become a country united again, able to
withstand.



Chapter Two

It Was My Honor

1

The sound of the final mission member

reaching the warehouse woke Angela. Cheers and
crackling radios were loud.

She found Marc in the dim corner, hand on his
gun belt, and knew he’d been standing guard over
her.

“It’s Kyle. Easy.”

Dusk’s orange glow washed through the
shadows, bringing details to light. She loved that
sexy jaw, those full lips. She smiled, stretching
gingerly as desire rose. It was another welcome
feeling. ““You need sleep, too.”

Marc grunted in response. He’d been thinking
about how he had watched her sleep on the trip to
Safe Haven, and about how being without the sound
of her breathing when they’d been separated had
nearly broken him. She’s my world.

Angela didn’t push, reading his dangerous
mood. His acceptance was also clear. After this, he
wouldn’t hold her back anymore. He would be by
her side, helping to give life to Adrian’s dreams.

“Yes, I will. For you.”

“Eventually, it will be for them, as well.”



Marc didn’t grunt this time, quelling a sharp
response to keep from upsetting her.

“So that’s how it’ll be? You’ll close yourself
off?”

Marc snorted, loving her sharp mind, and hating
it at the same time. “Like I could do that unless you
wanted me to.”

Angela sighed. No, at the rate her gifts were
growing, none of them would be able to keep her
out. It was isolating.

“Are you ready?”

Angela let him help her onto her feet. It was
time to pay respect.

Marc stayed on Angela’s right as they reached
the mess, aware of an entire camp watching their
exceedingly slow progress through dusk’s glow. He
had thought she was hurting at first, but quickly
realized that she was showing people she was okay
enough to linger. Despite her good act, Marc didn’t
think she should even be out of bed, let alone
walking around.

He looked down to find Angela’s gaze on his
arm. He’d chosen a black tank top because of the
coming work. She was staring. He flexed.

Angela drew in a quick breath as his muscles
tightened into a thick rock. Sexy!

Marc swept the parking area, hiding a snicker.

Angela tried to ignore the daze, following his
line of sight to find Cynthia standing her first shift
with a team. Cynthia would have to work her way



up, the same as anyone else. Killing Cesar hadn’t
guaranteed her place with the Eagles, only Adrian’s
approval to try. He had made that clear.

Cynthia nodded to her, face expressionless.

Angela returned the gesture, still marveling
over the swift change in loyalty from not only the
reporter, but also from herself. Cynthia had saved
her life. It was shocking.

“Do you need to talk to her again?”

“No.”

“You sure?” Marc was trying to give all the
support he’d denied before, eager to make up for his
mistakes.

“Yes. I will talk to Sam though, if she’s here.”

Angela allowed their hands to brush. Even when
they were alone together, he stayed covered, but she
needed human contact now more than ever. The
black muscle shirt he had on revealed hard skin and
the ability to protect her, ruthlessly, if necessary.
He’s still my John Wayne. That gunfighter’s walk
and those matching ivory handled Colts only added
to the impression.

Vaguely aware of Angie’s gaze running over
him, Marc was doing his own silent checks. He was
becoming Adrian’s go-to man. The Eagles now
wanted him to challenge Kenn for the XO slot.
Some of them were being open about it.

Picking out an unguarded corner, Marc
motioned to Tucker, who reluctantly went to cover
it. Marc wondered where the rookie’s fresh bruises
had come from.



Finally feeling more comfortable with the
authority Adrian insisted on giving her, Angela
keyed her mike. “Man on point to the parking area.”

“Copy.”

Marc understood she wanted Neil to know who
had that spot, even if it was temporary. She was still
worried. Why else would she personally be
concerned with their security? She was only an
elevated level one, though if she wasn’t injured,
Marc was positive she would pass her tests. As it
was, she wouldn’t be taking them with the other
Eagles this time. John had already ruled it out.

“It’s part of my job now.” Angela steadied her
legs and ignored her shoulder. “I haven’t picked up
anything new. I’'m just being careful.”

“Okay.” Marc was still bothered by it. He had
hoped there might be some downtime for her, time
they could spend together, but it didn’t appear that
fate was going to give them much of it.

The camp was eerily quiet as the couple reached
the mess, full of a respectful awe that one of them
found embarrassing.

The other thought she could become addicted to
it.

The entire camp had been draped with black
crepe paper. Every camp member was wearing
black clothing to show their respect. Even the table
covers in the mess were dark colored. Angela felt
her heart swell with renewed love for them. The
Eagles hadn’t done this and neither had Adrian or
his pets among the women. This was the camp



telling the Eagles they were wanted, that when they
gave their lives, the herd wouldn’t just keep grazing.
Their fighters would be remembered.

Seeing Samantha wasn’t at the mess, Angela
continued to the empty center table amid cheers. As
she neared it, subtly grabbing the edge for support,
the camp members who were there surrounded her.

Marc uneasily let himself be edged away. With
a quick glance at the two snipers on the area, he
hovered along the far wall and waited for her to be
finished.

Marc understood that if he agreed to fight for
Kenn’s place, these people would love him that way
too. It was heavy information to carry around and
not act on, because he now knew the way to
Angela’s continued affections was through these
people. If he did important things for them, she
would want him more. But it wouldn’t be right to
use her emotions that way. He also knew that all was
fair in love and war, and this was both.

Angela let the camp run on for a long minute,
understanding they needed it, but she didn’t give
them much in the way of conversation. The service
was about to start.

On the hilltop behind Safe Haven, the lines of
torch-bearing Eagles were supplying escorts
through the darkness. Three of their men were
waiting, about to become a part of this apocalyptic
landscape forever.

The camp members sensed her sorrow and fell
silent, moving back. They hadn’t been there. They



didn’t know exactly how their men had died, but she
did, and it was haunting. She would never view
another battle scene the same way.

She glanced at Marc. I'm ready.

The silent words brought him to her side.

Angela allowed herself to clasp his bare arm for
support as they walked.

Marc sucked in a tight breath at the contact,
need surging for an instant. Even in a moment of
sadness, he wanted her.

Angela slowly led them toward the hill,
shoulder throbbing. With so many moving torches,
the steep incline ahead of them appeared to be on
fire with tiny rolling flames.

“This is such a hard new life. We’ll have to do
this again.”

Marc knew what she needed. He could give it
now. “You’ll save as many of them as you can.”

He felt her shoulders stiffen in determination
and was sure that V was standing out in her chin.

“Yes, [ will.”

He bent down to place a gentle kiss to the top of
her head.

Angela smiled happily. It was okay for Marc to
show how much he loved her. She was ready for that
now.

As they reached the bottom of the hill, Marc
noticed the beads of sweat breaking out on her pale
skin. He started to ask if she wanted him to push her
up in the wheelchair and caught Cynthia’s motion
as she left her post to the next shift of Eagles. The



reporter made a gesture that got Marc’s heart
thumping.

He raised a brow. Really?

Cynthia surprised him by knowing the hand
code, using it to answer.

Yes. She’ll love it.

Marc drew on his courage. If Angela rejected
him in public, he would survive. Right now, she
wanted to be at the service. This was the easiest
way.

Angela tensed when Marc’s hands went around
her, under her, but she didn’t protest the gentle
move from the ground into his strong arms. He
tucked her close and advanced, cushioning her body
from the jarring climb.

The pain of remaining straight subsided. Angela
rested her cheek on his shoulder. “Mmm. Thank
you.”

Marc was bathed in soothing light. He had
Angie, a son he was bonding with more every day,
and a set place in the chain of command. Life, for
him, was amazing.

The camp was gathered at the top of the incline.
The countryside below was mired in darkness and
fog, but the hill was alive with light as the torch-
bearing Eagles escorted people to the gravesite.
Three ornate boxes with newly carved gravestones
were waiting next to six-foot holes. All that
remained was to put them into the ground.

The camp was a mix of relieved, angry,
triumphant expressions behind lines of mourning



Eagles. Losing three of their own made the threat of
death more real to the men serving Safe Haven, but
it also brought a satisfying sense of awareness. The
slavers had gotten further into America than any
other foreign army ever had. They’d tormented
people through 13 states, more than 2000 miles of
towns and cities, and the Eagles had eliminated
them.

Adrian stood in front of the caskets, profile a
mask of respectful sorrow. He and the other Eagles
were standing together in full gear. It gave a sense
of them being a private society inside Safe Haven.
The camp didn’t understand, but it was clear that the
Eagles were different, stronger.

Unlike funerals of the past, where words took
up most of the service, the ceremony now consisted
of only a single sentence.

Adrian slowly raised his torch as three long,
brilliantly stitched flags were draped over the
coffins. “It was my honor to serve with you.”

Behind him, the Eagles did the same, torches
rising, lips repeating. Some of the camp members
did it too, but most were aware that they didn’t
really belong to this other hard group. They were
only glad the dark intelligence of Adrian and his
Eagles was on their side.

Zack broke the respectful silence. “Escort duty,
one o’clock. Teams two and three.”

His own team, and Kevin’s, rushed to surround
Angela as Marc carefully put her on her feet.

Angela didn’t thank her honor guard. She was



too emotional to respond. Days ago, she had bonded
with the men in those coffins, won them over and
trained with them. It was hurtful to think she would
never hear Cris’s jokes again or Daniel’s laugh. She
would never argue with Frank again.

Angela stepped to the coffins, not caring about
the drama coming through the crowd for this
minute. She had too much grief in her heart. “It was
my honor.”

As she stood there, two more darkly dressed
people joined her guard, not giving the senior men
time to refuse.

Cynthia and Samantha flanked Angela, ignoring
the mutters. It was the first plan they’d made
together, reluctantly agreed upon with hand
gestures and glares.

Adrian noticed the teamwork. His men wore
many expressions in response to the open
declaration, but when the two females only stood
guard and didn’t speak, the men allowed it. Those
who knew of the coming power shift expected these
females to eventually be to Angela, what Kenn and
Kyle were to Adrian.

As Angela left, her rookies stayed close.

Walking on the right flank, Samantha was
aware of how powerful the sensation was. She was
also aware of the fear. Not of failing, but of losing
this when the camp found out who she’d been. She
and Adrian had the same secrets, though she was
sure his would destroy these people. The camp had
complete faith in their leader. Adrian had delivered



them from every threat that had crossed Safe
Haven’s path. To find out that he’d been a part of
the danger from the very beginning would be a blow
they wouldn’t recover from. Samantha was trying to
find a way to keep it all hidden.

Next to her, Cynthia was just concentrating on
doing this duty right. They hadn’t gotten any
training yet, only rookie gear and a slot in the
tryouts, but the reporter wasn’t worried. This wasn’t
like babysitting kids. This was keeping the wolves
at bay while Adrian and Angela rebuilt their
country. It was worth getting dirty for.

Slowing as the ache sank deeper into her
shoulder, Angela pondered the differences in the
thoughts of the two females openly showing their
loyalty to her and to Adrian’s dream. One selfish but
good, the other riding both of those lines, each
would be strong examples for the camp. There
would be times of chaos, Angela didn’t doubt it, but
she was also positive there would be moments of
stunning glory and she couldn’t wait to start
teaching them to be Eagles... Mine!

Marc trailed the three women, observing the
guards and camp members. It should have felt
wrong to be left in the rear, but he was smart enough
to know that he was seeing one of the proudest
moments of Angela’s new life. The happiness
flowed from her, reaching out to calm those she
passed. No longer fighting the pull, Marc sent out
his own wave of light, as he had with Cynthia when
she’d come from Adrian’s arms. Angie wanted the



camp settled down so the mission teams could do
the same. He would help.

Adrian also understood Marc was now on
board, but he couldn’t help a faint twinge of
jealousy as the new couple went by him. They re the
future. I'm the past.

2

Kyle and Jennifer made the short walk from the
medical camper with slow steps. She’d just found
out that twins, at least, were in store for her. John
wasn’t sure how many heartbeats he’d heard.

Aware of Eagles and camp members watching
them, Kyle still couldn’t stop stealing glances at
Jennifer. In his robe, she was all soft brown hair and
glowing skin that smelled even better than Angela’s
vanilla.

Across the QZ, a group of former slaves were
talking with a few of the camp women lingering on
the other side of the caution tape. The way their
cruel glances stayed on him and Jennifer told Kyle
their topic. It wouldn’t take long for this to get out
of hand.

Jennifer, who was picking up the mistrust of the
men and the dislike of the women, sent out a wave
of distress.

Kyle stopped, turning to her. “Yes?” He waited,
dazed, for her order.

Jennifer pulled back, realizing she had hit him
too hard. She was getting more food and energy.



Her gifts were already stronger.

Now that she wasn’t pushing that bright light,
Kyle could think again. It only took a few seconds
of replaying his thoughts to discover what had upset
her. “You don’t have to pull me in that way. [ won’t
abandon you.”

While she stared at him in concern, Kyle
strained to build the mental block Angela had told
him about.

Jennifer slipped into Kyle’s mind, needing to
know if he meant it. She found the stack of bricks.
He was building a wall against her. Cute. He didn’t
understand that there was no barrier strong enough
to keep her out.

Jennifer dropped her empty water bottle on the
ground.

Kyle frowned.

Jennifer looked at him questioningly.

Kyle glanced toward the slowly burning
garbage can.

Understanding these people took care of their
trash, Jennifer retrieved the bottle and tossed it into
the can. She automatically glanced to Kyle for
approval.

Plans and terrible ideas began forming in Kyle’s
mind, one of which he immediately tested. “Good
girl.”

Jennifer smiled at that-not a grin of
contentment, but a grimace of familiarity that made
Kyle snap his head toward the tents. She had a
weakness. She was conditioned to respond like a



slave. He could use that. But I won’t. I'm not like
him.

“All men are like him.” Jennifer was still
snooping in his mind. “It’s why the world fell.”

“I’m not. I serve the greater good.” Kyle ripped
his attention from her light. What would Adrian do
with this one? Unlike Angela, Jennifer would use
her gifts to get what she wanted.

Unless someone takes charge of me...

Jennifer’s voice in his mind was young and lost.

I don’t want to be bad.

Kyle was snared, but not for the reasons Jennifer
assumed. He heard the evil behind the manipulation
and responded—it was an echo of his. Adrian had
almost passed him by. Kyle had always known, and
the wound had never healed. What would Adrian do
with Jennifer? Would he curb her light until she
could control it? Would he recognize her value the
way he had with Angela? That thought was ugly.
Jennifer, who’d clearly already been through too
much, could be the next female Eagle lying in a
deserted warehouse with a bullet hole and lighter
burns. No!

“Women can be fighters here?”

Kyle groaned at the eagerness. Damn it! Adrian
would put her to use as soon as he could.

“Yes.” Before she could comment, Kyle blurted
the first distracting question he thought of. “Does
Cesar have a lot of kids?”

“No. They kept turning up dead. He thought it
was his men trying to take control, but the mothers



made the choice. They’d rather their children were
smothered than to have them live as slaves.”

“Cesar’s the father?”

“...yes.” Jennifer didn’t know for sure who the
father was, him or the Kelly brothers, but the odds
on Cesar were the highest.

Not calling her on the evasion he picked up,
Kyle let his thoughts run where they wanted as he
stopped by the door of a large camper.

“This isn’t a tent.” Jennifer was instantly
reminded of the semi she’d called home for so long.

“This is my new place. [ haven’t even slept in it
yet. Help yourself.” Exhaustion was pulling at Kyle.
He opened the door for her, then pointed to a large
green tent nearby. “I’ll be in that canvas.”

He left before she could protest or thank him.

After a minute, Jennifer climbed inside, closing
and locking the door with a flash of pain. She hadn’t
been inside walls since the war.

Jennifer noticed the dome light over the small
stove. They’d had one like that at home, before the
war had destroyed her.

A thick layer of homesickness and grief swept
the teenager, crushing her all over again. She sank
into a chair and didn’t try to stop the tears that came.

Kyle got a change of clothes from his pre-
stocked tent and went to the shower, glad no one
else was there. All of the women and kids had been
checked out by the doctors, cleaned up and fed, and
given a place to sleep while waiting for their test



results. Kyle hoped they were resting comfortably,
but he doubted many were. Being freed physically
was a lot easier than escaping mental prisons. Like
the graves waiting for him to pay his respects, and
the men waiting for comfort on their future as
Adrian’s top team. Kyle planned to do those things
as soon as he’d had some sleep. He would still cover
his duties, but his heart was no longer in them. He
only wanted one thing now.

Kyle stayed in the water for a few minutes over
the time limit, letting the water beat on his tired,
sore muscles. His body was ready to sleep for about
12 hours, but his mind was racing. He was going
over it, planning it all out, but one thing mattered
more than anything else.

What if she doesn’t want me, even after I give
my all?

When Angela grilled him, Kyle would say the
expected thing—he would let her go. But he’d
known, lying there with Jennifer’s big stomach
moving against his hip last night, drawing out
hidden longings, that it was a promise he wouldn’t
be able to keep. If Jennifer couldn’t love him, he
would have to leave Safe Haven or ask Adrian to
handle it. Come boots or bullets, she wouldn’t be
held against her will again. Not even by me.

3
Marc studied the medical camper through his
scope, uneasy as he waited for Angela to come out.



Kyle and Jennifer had been gone for a while, and
Anne too, leaving Samantha and Cynthia to
restlessly prowl the QZ. Angela had insisted on
stopping in. With her multiple guards, Marc hadn’t
argued about leaving her there while he took a short
shift. He’d expected her to come right back out.

“Should have known better.” Wasn’t she in
pain? It had only been days since she’d been shot.
She shouldn’t even be... Marc keyed his mike.
“Rookie to the medical camper.”

“I’ve got it.”

Cynthia sounded like she’d been looking for an
excuse to check on Angie. He spotted the reporter a
second later, coming around the corner of the
camper.

She wasn’t far away to get here that fast. Marc
was pleased.

The good vibe faded as radios crackled.

“John to the medical camper! Now!”

Marc leapt to his feet and ran down the hill with
his rifle still in his hand.

4

Angela opened her eyes to see several people
frowning down at her.

Realizing what had happened, she groaned.
“Aw, shit.”

“Yep.” Adrian glared at her. “You are hereby
relieved of all duties until cleared by John.”

“And that’s going to be awhile.” John washed



her blood from his hands for the fourth straight day.
“You’re gonna heal, even if it kills you.”

“Thank you.”

Marc’s gratitude drew agreement from the rest
of the worried people in the room. Charlie, Cynthia,
and Samantha had refused to leave.

Angela let out a harsh sigh, too weary to fight.
Her top stitch had loosened again. When Kyle left
with Jennifer, she’d tried to replace it herself. She
had passed out during the procedure and left a
bloody mess for them to walk into.

“Okay.” Angela conceded wearily, eyes
closing. “You’re the boss.”

“Yes, [ am.” Adrian felt the heavy weight of the
last months begin to ease. He turned toward the
door. I think I can sleep now.



Chapter Three
The Younger Generation

Near Hutchinson, Kansas
10 days later

“Ugn

On duty outside, Marc listened to the muffled
grunt with a hardened heart. After two weeks, he
was handling Angela’s pain better. John had just
checked her wound and headed for the QZ camper,
where they now did the things that required access
to heat or water. The convenient upgrade made
things much faster when testing the new arrivals.

“Uh!”

Marc still winced at the second low moan
Angela couldn’t smother while she dressed.

“Did you take a pill yet?”

Anne’s voice sounded strained to Marc. He was
sure the nurse wanted something.

“No.”

“I think half of one of these would be all right,
then.”

Marc heard the sound of a bottle rattling.

“If you think it’s okay, that would be nice.”

The edge of submission, of being in agony and



knowing relief was finally coming, had Marc
knocking back his anger again. He hated it that
Angie had been reduced to surrender, that she was
hurting, and he couldn’t help.

“Spit it out.” Angela’s voice demanded it
weakly.

There was a pause, and then a soft snort.

“Marc is mine, not John’s or Adrian’s. He won’t
carry tales.”

Marc grinned. So much for eavesdropping.

Anne’s answer was so low that Marc had to
replay it to understand what she’d said. Will you
help me become an Eagle?

“Yes.”

“The men won’t like it.”

“No.”

“It’1l be hard for the camp, too.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think I can?”

“Anne...”

“I’'m sorry.”

“Don’t be, control it.”

Marc heard Anne sigh.

“I’m not sure about doing this.”

“I know.”

“Then why would you—"

“Because you need to survive. They all do.”

Marc saw John look his way and met the man’s
gaze with sympathy. John still didn’t realize how
fully Adrian meant the word we, despite being here
all this time. It encompassed every living, breathing



member of his herd. Charlie.

It was a thought Marc hadn’t allowed until now,
but it was obvious what would happen. Charlie
would be in Adrian’s army too.

“I already am.” Charlie came from the shadows,
looking and feeling better than he had before they’d
defeated the slavers. Keeping Matt’s betrayals to
himself hadn’t been easy.

Marc didn’t scold him for not revealing the duty
sooner. He slung an arm around his son’s shoulders.
“We’ll get through it, boy—together this time.”

Charlie closed his eyes, absorbing his father’s
light, his comfort. Having a dad meant a lot. Before,
when he’d had Kenn, he hadn’t cared one way or
the other. Now that Marc was in his life, Charlie
understood why his mom had grabbed him and
refused to let go even at so young an age. Marc was
goodness and light, more so than Adrian was, and
Charlie already knew the difference in that power.
Society might need hard, ruthless men, they might
follow them willingly during times of crisis, but
most humans would only give unflinching loyalty
to those they could trust during peace. Marc would
have been that type of leader.

“How long have you been in Adrian’s secret
service?”

“Almost since the beginning.” Charlie didn’t
feel the need to keep hiding it. “He has this way of
drawing you in.” Charlie looked up at his father’s
frowning profile, speaking low so his voice
wouldn’t carry. “He wants her. As much as you do.



I’ve read it.”

Marc winced, arm dropping to his side. Had he
really been hoping that only he and Adrian would
know? “She’s not interested.”

Charlie wasn’t able to get directly into his
mom’s thoughts—she had them locked against his
tinkering and prying—but he’d caught flashes that
concerned him.

“Would you like proof?”

The teenager nodded, bracing for a memory, but
Marc only leaned down and whispered, “She calls
for me in her sleep.”

It was simple, but the heat behind it made the
boy recoil.

“Yuck!”

Marc smirked. “That’s valuable information for
a man to have about the woman he wants.”

Marc noted a whirl of dust rising near the QZ,
and mentally calculated how long before senior
Eagles would move closer. That much dust meant
more than just one car.

Charlie stored the words. “You got anything
else like that? Stuff I could use now?”

As much as he wanted to, Marc didn’t grin.
“Sure. Depends on what you’re searching for,
though.”

“There’s no one I like that way, just curious
about reading them, like you a—" Charlie’s head
snapped toward the incoming trucks.

Marc adjusted the volume on his radio, gut
boiling. Wanting to know how Angela really was,



he’d turned it down when he took up a position
outside her tent so he could listen to her
conversation with Anne.

“I’m warning you! We will open fire!” Mitch’s
frantic voice echoed over the radio.

Marc’s free hand went to his holster.

“No way...” Charlie’s eyes grew foggy as he
stared at the four trucks speeding recklessly around
the west entrance to the QZ. “Not good.”

“What 1s it?”” Marc responded calmly, as if he
were training a recruit. He forgot to use the alpha
tone he’d learned with Angela, not accustomed to
handling Charlie as a descendant.

Charlie went that way as if being drawn by
strings, ignoring Marc and everyone else.

Need you! Marc’s concern made the connection
easy to find.

Angela came from the tent behind Marc.

Nearby camp members surged her way. They
demanded her attention.

Marc quickly took her right.

“Stop at the tape!” Mitch ordered over the radio,
sounding sober and scared.

Marc was glad to see Adrian come from his tent
and head toward the QZ, after a fast glance to verify
that Angela was protected. She had heard the
message, but Adrian had been the recipient. Marc
wasn’t leaving Angela’s side yet. The last time he’d
allowed that, she’d almost died.

Marc slid a gentle arm around Angela’s waist.
“Easy, folks. Let her breathe.”



Eager to find out what had pulled their son, the
couple deflected the crowd’s excited well wishes as
quickly as they could, both casting anxious glances
toward the now over guarded quarantine area. The
sense of trouble arriving was clear.

The QZ was now a permanent fixture in the
back corner of the camp. It was outfitted with a
shower and bathrooms, a supply truck and three
extra guards that moved closer as the new people
neared. Off duty Eagles also picked up on the
unease. A full complement of men waited in that
deadly V formation as the trucks finally stopped in
a wide spray of gravel and dust.

Charlie went straight to Adrian’s right, not
waiting to be called. While his mom recovered, this
was his job. It hadn’t been made official, but the
teenager knew.

The scruffy newcomers got out of the trucks
with hands near weapons and wolfish leers slanted
across sore-riddled mouths.

“Well, ain’t this a sight!” The largest among
them grinned, resting his huge hands on double
holsters. “It’s gonna be a good day, Badger!”

The men getting out of their dusty trucks around
him cackled at the reference to the old world, at his
scornful joke.

“Told ya I saw a lot of lights last night!”” Badger
picked at a scurvy sore on his lip. His other hand
twitched restlessly as he waited, but his eyes stayed
on his boss.

The man in charge broke away from his group,



strolling toward Kyle, who was in the front of the V
with his Glock in hand.

“I’'m sure glad to find a group this size.” The
man leered, sharp glance going over what he could
see of the camp. “Thought there wasn’t any
survivors ‘round here we hadn’t supplied yet!”

The traders wore worn guns that Kyle assumed
had seen a fair amount of use from the way they
were slung low and ready. These were killers. But
you're not trained. Kyle saw how the men left
themselves open as they swaggered closer. Not like
we are. “This is a military refugee camp. State your
business!”

“We’re merchants.” The big man sauntered
closer, thick rings flashing in the dim sunlight. “We
roam the wastelands and offer things that men
need—for the right price, of course.”

“Things like what?” Kyle waited for the kill
order he felt coming. Adrian hadn’t sent Charlie out
of the area yet. That meant the boy was picking
something up. Blood was about to spill.

“The future.” Badger flicked a scab into the dirt.
“You guys don’t have one without owning at least a
few of what we’re selling.”

Kyle saw Charlie’s lips start moving, telling
Adrian what it was that the men were guilty of. An
icy chill of battle came down over the QZ.

Until he knows when to keep the match from the
fuse, there won'’t be any mercy while he’s on duty.
Kyle got ready to react. These men were dead the
instant Charlie felt them. Kyle chose to help things



along. “Okay. What are you selling?”

Adrian studied the traders while Kyle listened
to the list of supplies the men claimed they could
lay their hands on. It was all wrong. Adrian didn’t
need the teenager at his side to verify it. He would
use the boy, though. Adrian leaned closer. “They
sell people?”

“Yes. They didn’t bring them along... Don’t
always deliver, either.” Charlie’s words were full of
disgust and anger as he searched.

“We can get a whole silo of corn or a barn of
tobacco, but not both in one visit,” the trader leader
told them.

Kyle and the trader continued to barter.

Adrian found Angela nearby. When he raised a
mental brow, she gave reluctant agreement,
watching from the tape with Marc and Dog.
Consent or not, Charlie was already looking through
their evil.

Given permission, Adrian entered Charlie’s
mind. [ need you to figure out where they 're holding
the hostages. Then the Eagles will kill them.

Instead of the fear or revulsion he and Angela
were both half expecting, Charlie’s surprised
expression changed to eagerness.

I don’t hide it as well as my mom. You’ll have to
distract them so I can search for the kids.

Adrian’s hiss of fury was covered by the sound
of arrogant footsteps on the gravel as the other
traders flanked their leader. They 're selling kids!

“We have three locations for water towers, but



like with the silo, only one big purchase at a time.
And you’ll have to pay up front, of course.”

Adrian felt the inevitable coming and didn’t
fight it. This was his job. He asked the last question
that mattered. Weapons or women? What do they
want?

Charlie’s mouth twisted as he began breaking
through deeper mental barriers. Their females are in
trouble... Charlie shoved harder.

The man he was reading became aware of him,
but it was too late to stop.

They came...

Dll kill them all, boy. Tell him to give me what
I came for!

Charlie flinched back in stunned panic. That
wasn’t Adrian thrusting an order into his mind. 7The
trader knows! He...he...

Seeing the panic of youth, Adrian put a hand on
Charlie’s shoulder.

The calming blast of energy allowed the teen to
speak through his rage. “A doctor. They came for
our doctor!”

Adrian drew his gun, stepping in front of the un-
vested teenager.

“Damn you!” Exposed, the leader of the traders
spun toward Charlie.

Adrian shot the man in the head.

The Eagles opened fire.

Adrian shoved Charlie down as the man’s

partners returned the favor.
“Men in the beds! Men in the beds!” Charlie



crawled to where Adrian’s leg kicks were directing.

A second group of traders appeared from under
tarps in the beds of the trucks, shooting and shouting
in abandon. This group ran into the QZ as if they’d
been in it before, firing at the Eagles and camp
members in view. They found cover behind a tent,
a camper, and the water trucks.

“Intruders!” Mitch screamed from the nearby
com truck. “All off duty Eagles to the QZ!”

Radios and alarms blared across Safe Haven,
interwoven with shouts and gunfire. Under that, the
sound of furiously running feet thudded across the
dusty Kansas ground.

Kyle fired, breaking the formation as he
advanced into the QZ. There was only one tent left
there—his. Two of the traders were using it for
protection.

No longer shooting, the men were without their
leader and looking for an escape. Despite the visible
security, they hadn’t counted on anyone fighting
back.

Kyle walked straight at the two men, picking out
what he needed—a leg exposed, the side of a
shoulder he could hit, and those amazing golden
eyes lying at the bottom of the flap.

She’s clear. Fire!

Two heavy thuds echoed as the men fell.

Kyle slung his arm out, taking down the center
pole. The canvas collapsed, clearing his line of
sight.



Fire! Kyle pulled the trigger an instant quicker,
slug hitting the man by the medical camper. The
trader’s bullet slammed through the edge of Kyle’s
boot and ricocheted out the other side.

Kyle barely noticed the lucky miss, busy putting
another round into the man—his chest this time.

The trader dropped to the ground in a bloody
sprawl.

Kyle fired again, rage demanding it. This shot
went into the skull.

Around him, Kyle’s team picked off the
wounded.

Kyle turned, training in control.

Left? Clear!

Right? Clear!

Adrian and the others? Clear!

Anyone left to kill?

Kyle searched.

The influx of Eagles was more than the traders
had been prepared for. Hoping to do a quick shoot
and snatch from the QZ that they’d probably studied
for the last week, the attackers were now pinned
down behind the water truck instead.

Kyle scanned again.

John was watching from under the shower
camper, along with Anne and Charlie. Adrian stood
in front of them, firing quick slugs that kept the
remaining infiltrators pinned down from that side.
No other threats remained.

The other side of the water truck suddenly
exploded with shouts.



“Hands up!”

“Drop ‘em!”

“Surrender or die!”

Bang!

“Fire!”

Bang! Bang!

Bang!

Bang!

Kyle nodded in satisfaction. Neil and his team
would make sure there were no survivors and it
would happen in full view of the camp. The time for
hiding how good we are is over. 1f the people living
here in safety didn’t like the protection that was
provided, they were able to leave, mostly because
of how lethal Adrian had taught his army to be.
Death was always the price required for freedom.
No war could ever change that.

Satisfied the QZ was clear, Kyle motioned his
team forward to take care of the cleanup. “Wear the
gloves.”

Before he joined them in the nasty chore, Kyle
found Jennifer’s wide gaze. She was still on the
ground, waiting to be comforted and then told what
to do.

Kyle turned to his duty instead of responding to
her silent call. She’ll be fine without me. She’ll be
fine without me.

Jennifer watched him walk away with wide eyes
and stomach cramps. She wasn’t in labor. She’d just
dropped to her knees too fast and pinched
something, but her mind was in chaos. She’d come



to depend on him so much in just two weeks and he
was every bit the killer that Cesar had been.

Kyle didn’t look back.

Jennifer didn’t send out a second wave of need,
but it was a struggle. What if he woke up during the
times that they were apart? What if he realized what
a burden she was?

Jennifer dropped her head. I'll be fine without
him. I’ll be fine without him.

Adrian jerked a hand toward the panicking
camp. “Shut off the alarms and sing to them!”

Kenn rushed to obey.

Neil came from the second battlefield behind
the heavily leaking water truck, soaked and
splattered in hard dirt chips that were melting into
muddy furrows.

“Double the watch and do a full perimeter
check—inside and out.” Neil directed his team. “On
the way, organize a catch-and-carry for whatever
water’s left here.”

“Why did you do that?” Charlie glared from
Adrian’s feet.

Adrian ignored the worried parents to answer
their child. “Because of Rick, I can’t take the
chance.”

Charlie didn’t move yet, though John and Anne
were being helped out from under the camper. The
teenager was trying to handle the newest emotion to
grace his hormones—bloodlust. He wanted to be
drawing it himself. “What about the kids they’re



holding? I didn’t have enough time to get a
location.”

Adrian’s heart squeezed into a hard knot, but he
forced his mouth to provide the answer that was
expected. “Your mom will help me find them when
she’s stronger.”

“And if she can’t?”

“Then I carry that guilt, not you.” It was enough
for now, while youth and shock had him distracted,
but Adrian knew a more detailed answer had to be
in place for next time.

Charlie’s young gaze flicked over the bloody
bodies. He slowly crawled out and stood. “They’re
not all dead. I might still be able...”

Not asking Angela this time, Adrian moved
aside. “You follow orders or go no farther in my
army—ever.”

Adrian stayed close, gun in hand, as Charlie
walked onto the battlefield without responding.

Badger was lying on his side near the supply
truck. Blood pooled under him from wounds in his
stomach, leaving a path. He’d been hoping to play
dead and crawl away later.

The heavily bearded slaver flinched at the
crunch of boot steps, hand coming up. “Don’t!”

“Tell us where they are!” Charlie hoped the
location was the first thing the trader would think
of. His death was close.

The man’s face was ugly with sores and fear,
but there was no remorse. “Fuck off, freak!”

Adrian lifted his gun.



Charlie knelt in the line of fire. “I can heal you.”

Adrian started to jerk Charlie back.

Angela stopped him with two words. He’s lying.

Impressed and absolutely horrified, Adrian
dropped his hand and made sure only the closest
Eagles would see whatever happened.

Frustrated by the man’s panicked, painful
thoughts, Charlie let his inner witch bleed through
for the first time, blue eyes turning deep crimson.
“Your life for theirs. Where?”

The man sucked in a lungful of air through the
terror and the agony. “Outside Wichita. Kids like
you, locked in a boarding school.”

Charlie didn’t pull the heat back. This man was
bad, and the hunger of the witch he’d let come
forward was incredible. It rode him in heavy, gut-
twisting seduction...

Charlie. Angela’s voice in his mind was careful,
cautious. Must you become a killer already?

The boy groaned. “I can just take a—"

But should you?

It was a hard battle.

Adrian waited, wondering if he’d made a
mistake by bringing the teenager in so soon.

Badger sensed what was coming. “The school’s
guarded. You won’t get in without me!”

Charlie slowly pushed the hunger away, barely
aware of the trader now trying to cover his tracks.
He turned around with a faint tinge of red still
lingering around his pupils, set to ask Adrian for
what everyone else wanted.



“Not yet.” Marc denied it.

Charlie’s tinted gaze swung around. “When?”

Marc shrugged, voice set. “A year, at least,
maybe two.”

“And until then?”

There was none of the rebellion they’d all,
except Marc, expected. “A few of us will donate
time. We’ll give you layers of training above what
your mom received. That fire has to come under
control.”

As he stepped back, Charlie didn’t flinch at the
single shot from Adrian’s gun. Knowing he would
be an Eagle and fight alongside his parents was all
he cared about right now.

Marc trailed the teenager after exchanging a
quick look with Angela. The intense dismay in it
said he didn’t want Charlie fighting, for her to find
a way to slow him down.

Angela understood the feeling, but she didn’t
start searching for another path. Charlie had made
his choice, and like her, he had the right to it. Angela
realized she was going to get what Marc had gone
through while watching her make a team, and
grimaced. She had a feeling she would have more
sympathy afterwards. Charlie was just as
determined as she was.

“What would Adrian have done, if I’d killed the
trader?” Charlie asked as he and Marc left the area.

Marc frowned. “You’d probably be considered
a threat and put under guard.”



“Why?” Charlie’s voice rose. “The man was
bad!”

“Two wrongs. That phrase makes sense.” Marc
steered them toward the empty training tent so
Charlie could work off some heat. They would start
doing this regularly.

“Not usually to Adrian.” Charlie pointed. “He
makes his own choices without worrying over the
consequences.”

“Not true, boy. Adrian doesn’t order a single
damn thing without planning it out five levels
beyond.” Marc grunted, loading weights onto the
smaller bench. “He accounts for everything that can
go wrong and makes his choice after he has it all
covered.”

It was clear by Marc’s body language that he
didn’t want to defend Adrian to his son. The Eagles
close enough to hear the conversation respected him
for doing it anyway.

“But he hasn’t had it all covered. Look at what’s
happened.”

Marc grunted again, bitterly this time. “Believe
me, I did, and I was wrong. I hate his methods, but
sometimes things happen that no one can account
for.”

Charlie sighed. “Adrian calls them fate’s wild
cards—like Kenn and my mom.”

“Ive heard that. Wonder what he calls
himself?”” Marc switched on the power for this tent.

Charlie’s tenor lowered into adult concern.
“Damned.”



Marc didn’t know what to say. The truth (He is,
boy. More than anyone I've ever known.) seemed
out of place.

They fell into the workout, listening to the
sounds of the camp being put back in order while
worrying over what could have been.

Marc was concerned about his son getting hurt.

His son was afraid he might like hurting others.

Left out because of her injury, Angela had time
to study the scene. Her heart was still trying to
regain a normal rhythm.

She watched Billy and Kyle drag the lead
attacker’s body to his own truck and heft him into
the back of it. Kyle didn’t speak to his men and they
weren’t including him in their looks of victory.

Kyle slid into the truck and followed the others
out of camp for the dump and burn. As he drove by,
he swept his knocked down tent with enough
personal torment showing to make Eagles frown at
Jennifer.

“They won’t accept her until they have their
team leader back. I hope he knows that.”

“He knows.” Adrian was also watching that
team. “It just doesn’t matter to him right now.”

Angela wasn’t okay with the situation, but
Adrian seemed to be, so that must mean it was for
the good of the camp. Angela planned to watch and
see how this newest mystery fit into the intricate
puzzle. She had no doubt the illegal couple was
about to be at the head of a sharp change for Safe



Haven. Hope I get to help. Angela stretched her sore
shoulder carefully. Can’t take much more of just
staring at my damn tent.

Adrian looked at Angela, at her ugly but healing
stitch line, and gave a reluctant nod. “Light duty, in
here.”

Angela smiled. “Finally!”

The recovering doctor immediately moved
deeper into the QZ, making Adrian chuckle. He
didn’t bother to assign her a guard. This was the
safest area in his haven right now.

John and Anne were busy tending a camp
member who’d been trimmed. Angela moved
toward Jennifer, but her mind was still half clenched
in a ball of terror. Charlie being in the battle zone
had rattled her so badly that all she could do was
smother him in protection. It was what she should
have tried to do for herself at the rest stop and then
she probably wouldn’t have been shot. I'm a rookie.
It’s a mistake well-learned.

“What should we do?”

Angela’s gun was out before she had a chance
to think. She hadn’t realized Samantha and Cynthia
were on her flank.

Angela pulled the fire in and holstered as the
two women hastily retreated. My Eagles. My first
orders.

Samantha and Cynthia had reached the QZ at
nearly the same time but stayed by the tape. When
Angela headed in, they’d shared a stiff look of
agreement and followed.



Worried heart easing a bit more, Angela began
looking around. “Um. John will need his bigger
bag... Have a new water truck brought in for the QZ
shower so Kyle’s team can get cleaned up after they
burn the bodies. Send someone else to deliver trays
for Charlie at lunch mess...”

Angela offered a few more small things and let
the two females awkwardly divide the list while she
went to make sure Jennifer was okay. Her change in
status was open now, but Angela doubted many
people would recognize it yet. There were too many
other things to distract the camp, like Kyle and
Jennifer, and even Seth and Becky, who were
finally beginning to draw notice by how often they
were together. Everyone was still adjusting to
surviving the slavers.

Pleased with Samantha and Cynthia, Adrian
turned toward the camp, certain his calming words
were needed there. He wasn’t upset over the attack,
not like he would have been a month ago. Their
progress was obvious, but since eliminating the
slavers, more and more of the future was becoming
clear. The offspring of his army would be incredibly
strong—even more so than their sires—and he had the
honor of training them. Fate might be a fickle bitch,
but when she was pleased, her generosity was
staggering.

Neil came to his right. “Permission to go to
Wichita and search for the kids?”

Adrian shook his head, thinking if they didn’t
find water soon, it could mean trouble. The liquid



was precious and that QZ tanker had been full this
morning. “I need you here.”

Neil opened his mouth, and then closed it
without saying anything else. He left with slumped
shoulders. Unlike the rest of the teams who were
excited about the coming level tests, Neil and his
men weren’t participating. They had little to look
forward to.

Adrian understood the need to go, but they were
only 50 miles from Wichita and already gearing up
for a trip into that city. The camp was hoping for a
new load of convenience supplies, like batteries and
music, but Adrian was hoping to find fuel and
water. They would add a search-and-rescue for the
kids, but Adrian wasn’t sending a team out yet.

Neil still hadn’t settled down, though it was all
over. Finding out about Becky’s rape had screwed
with his sense of worth. He’d been leaving camp
every chance he got. Those opportunities were
frequent, as calls from survivors needing escorts
were coming in almost daily. Many of these were
minorities. Now that they’d beaten the slavers and
proved they were capable of defending their
members, other races were finally starting to join. It
was helpful that anyone considering asking for
shelter could see a few other dark-skinned refugees
in this mostly white camp. It went a long way in
calming old fears.

It was also helping Joseph, one of the few black
men in Safe Haven, understand Adrian’s words to
him back in Wyoming. Guilty of expecting their



leader to fix it all quickly, the professor had also
become a convert. He was now regularly seen
escorting the nuns. Camp rumor said he had a thing
for Missa, who had recovered enough to
occasionally join the group for their morning
activities. Scuttlebutt also said she wanted nothing
to do with Joseph or any other man. Only time
would tell if she might recover in that way.

The kids from the airfield were also a mix of
races and fitting in well with the camp’s younger
crowd. The college kids liked to have fun, but they
were also old enough to want to help with the
dream. It wasn’t uncommon for them to show up at
the workouts and meetings—hopeful shadows in the
background that Adrian would bring into the fold.
Mixing races together before the war had been a
trial-and-error process that had to accommodate the
chains of the past. To fix centuries of such
negligence and abuse wasn’t something Adrian
expected to achieve in six months or even six years,
but he was incredibly proud of the progress he had
made so far.

The women and children from Cesar’s camp
had been cleared and put with a small group of camp
females for their day-to-day lives, to help them
settle in. That was the way Safe Haven had always
handled new arrivals who were abused. The few
exceptions to this were either Eagles or leadership.
It wasn’t missed that Kyle’s camper and tent hadn’t
left the QZ even after he and Jennifer were clear.

The camp members had found out that Jennifer



was carrying Cesar’s children, but it was pointed
out that several of the new kids were offspring of
the enemy. It hadn’t taken long for the majority to
accept them as what they were—victims. In the next
few months, Jennifer would give birth. If it came
sooner and the babies didn’t survive, that was fate.
New life was always welcome in Safe Haven.

Adrian realized he’d misjudged a bit though,
thinking the herd wouldn’t be able to handle that or
all the awful things the Eagles did on his command.
Part of their acceptance was pride. Safe Haven had
come out on top, but the rest was the effect of the
former slaves telling stories and convincing people
without meaning to. There honestly hadn’t been
another choice.

The rest stop had already been looted when
Adrian led the camp by it, but the carnage was clear.
For Safe Haven, it was the sight of the sombreros
and the bullet-ridden rest stop that finally made the
end of the slavers feel real. For the Eagles, it was
the stains from Angela’s blood lingering near the
door.

For the former slaves, it was that once golden
corvette, charred and crushed under Adrian’s semi.
These things sank into people’s hearts and unlocked
the chains to their terror. It was over, thanks to
Adrian. A few people still viewed him with
resentment—Tonya, Mitch, Peggy—but the Eagles
and the camp were firmly behind their line-walking
leader. He had brought them through the fire with
only a slight burn. If Angela had died, things might



have gone differently, but fate had been kind.

2

“We’re not taking the level tests this time
around.”

It wasn’t a surprise but hearing it from Kyle sent
fresh tension through the team that was disposing of
the bodies down a hillside a few miles from camp.
Other than curt answers, none of Kyle’s team had
spoken to him in a week. He hadn’t expected their
support, but the isolation was nearly intolerable.
“Let Daryl know what event you want to oversee.”

Daryl, who was smothered in guilt over the way
he’d graduated to second in command, said nothing.
He thought their team was being unfair to Kyle, but
if he spoke out, it would be viewed as sucking up.
Right now, they were reluctantly accepting Kyle’s
decision to have Daryl replace their fallen XO.

“What event are you covering?” Shawn sneered,
implying Kyle wouldn’t be there.

Behind them, bodies burned hotly.

Kyle’s tone didn’t change. “I’m not.”

Shawn tried again. “Got better things to do now,
I guess.”

“I have duty over Angela.” Kyle moved toward
the trader’s neat truck. “Marc is testing this time
around and he doesn’t trust anyone else to keep her
safe.” Kyle climbed into the driver’s seat and got set
to roll back to where his heart now waited.

His men exchanged worried glances. The team



leader they knew would have struck back at the
open challenges.

“What the hell’s wrong with him?” Morgan had
never expected this from Kyle.

“We need to talk to Adrian.” Shawn hated his
own suggestion. Going to the boss over your Eagle
leader was a huge no-no that violated their
unspoken code to handle things in-team.

“Maybe call a vote?” Crone was the only one
eager to see Kyle replaced.

“I’ll handle it.” Daryl chose to do what he
thought was right. Seen as sucking up or not, it was
part of his new duties to support their team leader.

“How?” Shawn thought he should have been
given the XO slot.

“PIl start with talking to him instead of
throwing challenges.” Daryl’s tone was pointed.
“We’ve looked up to him the entire time we’ve been
Eagles. Why does that disappear without him even
getting the chance to explain?”

“You think it’s all innocent?”” Crone was snotty.

Sure that it wasn’t, Daryl didn’t lie. “No, but I
do think there’s a reason to his madness.” Daryl
slung the bag of tinder over his shoulder, glad it
didn’t smell like the small pellets of shit that it was
carrying. “He isn’t breaking any rules, you know.
We’ve watched the shadows on that tent more
closely than we ever did Rick’s. We’d know.”
Daryl’s tone grew harder as the others absorbed that
light blow. “Kyle may want her, but he won’t cross
that line until it’s legal. And yes, I’ll bet my new



place on it for those of you taking notes and wanting
the slot.”

The six other men shared leery glances. They
were relieved not to have to talk to Adrian, but it
was obvious they didn’t trust Daryl as their XO yet.
They all wanted life back the way it had been before
winning had taken away a third of their team.



Chapter Four
Protection

1

(14
J udging by the lack of marks, I’d guess it

was Eagles this time, instead of camp members.”
John ignored the sudden nausea that sank into his
stomach as he gathered a tray of supplies. It had
been a busy day for medical care. “They don’t leave
me as much evidence.”

Dale’s shoulders slumped further. “Yeah.” He
and Ray resembled each other enough to be related.
That helped with rookies and new arrivals until they
saw the lingering glances and soft brushes, and then
they understood. Most glared, but more than a few
would remark on it. Only once had there been a
different reaction. When the vet had seen them, he’d
started joining them for evening meals. Dale had
assumed the vet was also gay, but he would never
ask. He was just glad to have someone else sitting
at the table with him and Ray.

“Eagles did this?” Ray was furious. As Kevin’s
XO, he had a lot of interactions with the other
Eagles and Adrian. He no longer had problems with
the senior members. It was the incoming rookies
Ray usually had to set straight.

“No, not since you got hurt...”



“Saving Adrian,” John finished.

“Explain this time!”

Dale and John both shut their mouths.

Ray scowled. “Don’t worry over it. I’'ll know
before I hit the rack tonight!”

“No.” Dale put a hand on Ray’s wrist. “Don’t
do that, okay?”

Ray tried not to relent. “Then tell me.”

“Sometimes the rookies say shit to me.” The
failed Eagle couldn’t hide his hurt. “And sometimes
they want to see a little queer blood.”

“Who?!”

“I won’t tell you that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s like you said the other night while
we were at the movie. [ don’t have a real place here
yet. When I do, they’ll leave me alone.”

“They should anyway!”

“Yeah.” Dale dropped his head, chest heavy.
Isn’t there ever going to be even a little happiness
for me?

Ray felt Dale’s misery peak and moved closer.
“Hey. Damn. Are you okay?”

John left the tent to give the couple a moment of
privacy—one Ray would take advantage of to offer
comfort. John personally believed the males had the
right to love whomever they chose, but the idiots
getting a free ride in Safe Haven weren’t about to
accept that view. The three men who’d beaten Dale
in the shower didn’t have a set place here either.

John was angry, stomach aching loudly. His feet



took him straight to Adrian’s tent.

2

“Is it a variation of Stockholm Syndrome, in
either case?”

In the hour that John had been here smoking and
relaxing, they’d moved onto other topics.

“Improbable.” John was calm now, but his
mood was still sour. “Bonding after a crisis takes
strange forms. In time, they’ll both recover and
choose what suits them. I expect they’ll stand by
their men, as well. From what I’ve heard from the
other freed females, Jennifer is much harder than
any of the men are giving her credit for. We already
know how determined Rebecca is.”

“And my camp?”’

John blew out a tired grunt with the lungful of
smoke. “Will fall in line, so long as you approve.”

Adrian didn’t respond to that. Yes, they would,
but not without causing problems first by testing the
strength of those underage bonds. “How about
you?”

John stubbed the roach out. “I’m surviving.”

“Angela wants to try.”

“She’s not strong enough yet.”

“That’s what Marc said, but she makes those
calls.”

John didn’t argue. The pain was becoming
intolerable without the pills. He was spending too
much time stoned on them. “She’s healing well.”



John wanted to ask Adrian how she was recovering
so quickly and stopped himself. That would reveal
a faint edge of envy that the doctor didn’t want
known. “When?”

“In the next week or so. She’ll tell me.”

“Okay.”

As they stood up, Adrian clapped John gently
on the shoulder. “How about cutting off early and
getting some rest? Bags that dark under your eyes
are not a good advertisement for our doctor.”

John looked at him without amusement. “When
will we head for Arkansas?”

Always a quick thinker, Adrian stared back
steadily. “We have been all along.”

John frowned. “I mean openly. When will the
Eagles start gearing up for the fight waiting there?”

“Sometime after Wichita.” Adrian pushed back
the heavy worry. “Right now, they still need that
break too.” Adrian left to do his rounds.

John returned to the medical tent.

Ray and Dale were gone.

John headed straight for the medicine cabinet.

When the flap rustled a bit later, the doctor was
in his chair, waiting for the pills to work.

Anne didn’t say anything as his angry gaze went
over her muddy clothes and new bruises. She set her
broken glasses on the table and grabbed a bottle
from the medicine cabinet. He has his demons to
fight and so do L



3

Marc found Angela in the usual place as full
dark settled over the dystopian Kansas views—
perched on top of the highest, sturdiest structure
inside their perimeter. This time, it was Adrian’s
semi.

It’s like she can’t get close enough to the sky.
Marc noted her shadows, and the newest layer of
awning on the outer edges of the perimeter. It was a
deflecting glint that would interfere with the sights
on a scope and make it rough to pick out a single
target. They only had one side of the camp covered
so far, but it was something they were adding to
every day that Safe Haven wasn’t on the road.

Marc nodded to Kyle, Angela’s senior shadow.

The mobster quickly vanished toward the QZ,
no doubt to check on Jennifer, who he hadn’t been
able to get near since returning from the dump and
burn. It would be a fleeting moment. Kyle had duty
over the farthest perimeter from the girl for the next
five hours. Now doing schedules together, Marc and
Kenn had agreed that a separation was needed. This
first day of it had to feel like it wasn’t ever going to
end. Tomorrow wouldn’t be any better for Kyle.

Marc only held a bit of sympathy. He had
always been a little leery of Kyle, but he’d honestly
thought the man was one of the good guys. It’s like
he and Adrian switched places on me, Marc thought
with a resentful frown.

“Permission to come up?”’



Angela smiled. “As you would, Grunt.”

Marc cleared the top of the truck and stopped,
stunned at the sight of the shield above the camp.
Right over Angela, it was pure purple.

Marc was glad the camp wasn’t paying attention
yet. For now, only Adrian and a few of his Eagles
knew of the magic building itself around Safe
Haven.

“Watch this...”

The colors above them faded, and then began to
change like a rainbow.

“It feeds off emotions, reacts to them.”

Marc sat down next to her, mind racing for a
response. “What is it?”

“Can’t you guess?”

He flashed to their clubhouse in the snow.
“Protection.”

Angela flushed at the thoughts now rolling
through his mind. They’d experienced something
like this once before. The shield had been a lot
closer then, almost hot to the touch, but so strong
that nothing could have gotten through. It was right
after he’d said 7 love you for the first time.

“It’s so nice to be able to remember those
moments.” Angela slowly leaned against his arm.

Happiness settled into Marc’s heart. He had
Angie and Charlie. He wanted little else.

Angela didn’t bat a lash when his arm slid
around her. She was making the shield fluctuate in
small ripples. Sort of like a pond... “Brace.” Angela
inhaled deeply, pulling energy from the bubble.



“Noise coming.” Marc let off the button an
instant before a crackle of harsh static went through.
It was loud enough to make camp dogs start
yapping.

The wolf emerged from under the truck.

Curious, Marc waited.

Radios lit up again with her voice. “Just a pulse.
At ease.”

Marc’s mouth dropped open as Angela let go of
the mental link.

“There’s something new for ya!”

Marc didn’t say anything, working on accepting
it. She was able to send her thoughts over the radio.
What would she be capable of in a year? Or ten?

Angela had been lying low about her gifts over
the last two weeks. She wasn’t too weak to use them
anymore. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough to
control them. Seeing Charlie in the line of fire today
had reminded her how serious the challenge ahead
was. Complete control or not, she wouldn’t be
sitting back anymore. “Is that frightening to the big,
bad Marine?” Angela joked to break the awkward
silence.

“A little.” Marc’s expression darkened. “For
you.”

“Me too Marc, but for our son. He’ll always be
a target. First, to trap me, and then, to trap him.”

Not sure how to change that, they sat in silence
as the camp slowly settled down from the pulse of
energy she’d sent.

Neither of them was surprised when Adrian



came through the shadows a minute later. His
expression said he wasn’t happy about what she’d
done. A sharp glance passed between them.

Adrian left soon after, delivering a hard,
warning sweep of her guards as he vanished.

Marc stifled his jealousy. “What was that
about?”

Angela leaned closer to Marc’s heat. “He wants
to be sure I’'m not preparing for a suicide run that |
haven’t told him about.”

Those words sent Marc’s profile into an instant
storm. “Are you?!”

“No. One gunshot wound at a time, please.”

Marc wasn’t amused. He was still too hurt from
the near loss.

Angela didn’t offer ear candy. He had to deal
with it, just as she did when the nightmares woke
her up gasping for air.

“Are you sleeping through yet?”

Angela winced at his accuracy. “Some nights.”

“You can wake me. I’ll stay up with you.”

“And still work your shifts as alertly?”

“No.” That’s the line, he realized. If it will hurt
the camp, or even distress them, it’s too far. That’s
her limit now.

“Yes, 1t 1s.”

Marc’s mind kicked into high gear, picking out
the mind reading and the things she knew, but
shouldn’t if she were too weak. Not only had she
caught his conversation with Charlie, she knew that
he approved of the downtime she was being forced



to take.

“You know that I can block them, right?”
Angela viewed him through shuttered eyes. “Your
thoughts.”

Marc wasn’t sure where she was going with this.
“..yes.”

“I can stay out of your mind.”

“No, please, don’t.”

His fast response had her brow lifting. “Why
not? Most people find it to be—"

“I’'m not most people!” Marc’s voice dropped
into flames. “And I can love you there, baby cakes.”

Angela giggled.

The bubble above them flashed into a deeper
purple. It drew their attention back to the shield.

“Why can’t the camp see it, but some of the
Eagles can?”

She shrugged. “Belief, mostly.”

“But it’s always there, even if they don’t believe
in...magic?”

“Yes.”

Despite talking to Adrian, Marc had to ask.
“What happens when they find out?”

She stiffened, making the shield switch colors
again. “Then I will have run out of time.”

“And you’ve considered...”

“Not letting them know? Of course, but it’s
improbable this would remain a secret, Marc. It’s
growing too fast...and I have to put it somewhere.”

Marc was unable to lock down on the jealousy
this time. “He could find things.”



“He will now that he knows what you do, that
I’ve been laying low, but it won’t be enough. I’'m
still evolving. So are my gifts.”

Still evolving. Marc connected the threads. Like
something else... “What’s coming for us?”

The witch’s red eyes blended with blue,
matching the color of the bubble above them.
Everything you fear and more. The witch yawned.
She’d been dozing contentedly while Angela
played.

“When?”

“Not long.” Angela refused to let the witch start
revealing painful truths. She planned to fight that
fate.

“What can [ do?”

She took a chance. “Help me with my plans?”

“You know it, honey.” Marc tugged her closer.
“We’ll start in the next week.”

“Tonight would be better.”

Marc didn’t care. “Sure. At the mess?”

Angela drew in a breath. She’d missed his heat
last night while he stood duty. “My tent, in an hour.”

Marc’s body flared to life. He gave a jerky nod.
“Okay.”

Catching his sudden nervousness, Angela
snickered. “To make plans.”

Marc tried to snap out of it. “Yeah, plans.”

Angela laughed.

The shield responded with a wave of deep
violet.

She had run a few simple tests on it, and



suspected Adrian had, as well. It didn’t let the bugs
in or the smaller flying debris when the wind gusted.
The bags and trash were caught on an updraft and
disappeared into the clouds. That was something
even the Eagles hadn’t noticed yet.

Fascinating, it had caused Angela’s nightly
routine to end in a high place, studying it. She had
the sense that the shield was important for more than
just their protection. She was determined to figure
out what it was in time to use it. She was positive
Safe Haven had been gifted with the barrier for their
next fight.

Marc caught the thought and felt his stomach
drop. Not again...

“I’'m Leslie.”

“Uh-huh.”

She’d come from the shadows in silence, but
what she wanted shouted from her arched back and
painted face.

“Nice night.”

Kyle grunted. She sounded nervous; she should
be. Need to accept one or not, he was in no mood to
turn down yet another offer to replace the sleeping
girl in his tent. None of them stirred anything in him
now, not even lust.

“Do you... Can we talk?”

Kyle stared pointedly. “What do you want?”

Leslie stepped a little closer, top artfully sliding



off one shoulder. “I’d like to help.”

There was no response from his body, but Kyle
forced himself to reply. “Why?”

It was more of a conversation than he’d given
any of the other women who’d tried. Leslie grinned,
encouraged. “You’re high up here is why most of
them chase you, I guess. I like it that you look after
the pregnant girl. It shows you’re a gentleman.”

Kyle heard the lies as much as sensed them. She
was off the list from that moment. “I’m busy. Get
back to camp.”

Leslie gaped... Then let her true opinion out.
“You’re making a fool of yourself. I hope you know
that.” Her painted face twisted into ugliness. “Be
careful.”

“What are you referring to?” Kyle led, eager to
hit back. He’d become as good as Kenn at
delivering an insult.

Leslie didn’t back down, though she did back
up. “I'm talking about you chasing Jennifer like a
dog that’s found a bitch in heat. I'm talking about
the way you’re not helping Adrian take care of this
camp with all that attention on her. I’'m talking
about your hypocrisy—doing what others can’t,
being alone with her all the time. People see the
double standard. How long do you think they’ll put
up with it? Everyone else has to follow the rules.
Why not you?”

Kyle opened his mouth to fire back, but Leslie
vanished into the shadows.

He snapped it shut. He’d expected the jealous



tirade that some of the others had delivered, not the
truth, and if one of the camp cliques had the sand to
say it to his face, then everyone was thinking it. The
line he was walking had just narrowed. The camp
women would interfere next. Was there anything he
could do to ease their tension and buy more time?

“I’'m pretty sure you stung her pride. She’s not
sure what turned you off.”

Kyle turned to see Tracy standing behind him,
long, black hair flowing on the dry wind. It was the
first time she’d ever spoken to him that he could
recall.

“She’ll figure out that lying was a bad idea and
get over it. She just didn’t expect you to respond. It
rattled her, I think.” Tracy, normally an extremely
quiet woman, took a step closer.

Her generous curves pulled Kyle’s eye. With
those hips, in that short dress, from the front or back
she was shaped like...

Tracy gave him a slow smile, the kind that made
Kyle’s mind scream duck, this one knew what she
was doing.

“If you need a friend, ’'m usually out on third
shift. Catch my eye before mess and I’ll find you.”

Kyle stared at Tracy, running through what he
needed, how long it would take, and if he would
ever use her that way. Can I?

Tracy knew he was evaluating, but she didn’t
say anything to convince him. Instead, the high
school teacher trailed her wrist near his nose as she
stepped by.



Jennifer’s sweet scent slammed into Kyle’s gut.
He grabbed the camp whore’s arm. “Wait.”

Tracy delivered a sultry look over her shoulder,
aware of his eyes on her lips. “Maybe a taste? To be
sure?”

Kyle let go as if burned. Yes, he could pretend
with Tracy if the need got bad enough. “I won’t
claim you.” Kyle’s tone lowered into misery. “I may
never touch you.”

Tracy shrugged. “You need a friend—one the
camp thinks you’re using even if you aren’t. You
know that. It’s why you gave us both a chance
tonight.”

Tracy moved away slowly, loving the heat in
Kyle’s gaze as he stared at her. He would think
about it for a while, but in the end, he would come
to her. They all did because she gave them what they
needed. With Kyle, it was wide hips and a
maternity-like scent. For others, it might be a piece
of clothing or a certain makeup style. It was the
small things that a man appreciated, remembered,
and rewarded.

The same was true of females, usually, but in
this case, Tracy had big plans. She’d been studying
leadership since she joined Safe Haven and if there
was one thing she understood, it was the needs of
men. It was something she had gotten good at while
moonlighting as a stripper. Continuing the tradition
after the war had felt normal. Apocalypse or not,
everyone needed physical contact. It was what kept
the human spirit fighting.
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He will be ripped from your arms like grass
from the earth. Do not cross that line!

Angela gasped in terror, jerking awake.

“Are you okay?”

Angela tried to remember how to breathe.
Crushing desolation wanted to overwhelm her. The
dream was so vivid!

Marc assumed it was one of her old nightmares.
He shifted, wrapping his arms around her. “I’ve got

2

ya.
The long day and pain pills had caught up with

her, knocking her out while they were working on
plans. Watching her in the flickering light had been
so perfect that Marc hadn’t been able to make
himself leave.

Angela let him rock her. The feel of his warmth
eased some of the panic. They needed to get Safe
Haven ready to leave. Not this area or even this
state, but this country. It was a lot to take in, even
for the witch. They both huddled in the protection
of Marc’s thick arms.

Marc tried not to notice how good she felt
against him or how sweet she smelled. Even after
20 hours, he could still catch a whiff of her vanilla
soap. That scent and Angie went together like butter
and toast.

Angela shivered at the draft coming in through
the flap.



Marc gently dislodged himself to go zip it. He
clamped his lips shut to keep from asking if he
should leave. All he wanted was a couple more quiet
hours alone with her.

Angela watched him come toward the bed, glad
she’d chosen to keep the inflatable mattress that
John had insisted on once she’d abandoned the
warehouse for her tent. That had been a week ago,
their first moving day after the final battle. “Will
you hold me?”

“Anytime you want.”

Angela folded the blanket back. “Now, Marc.”

Marc eased onto the mattress with a body that
made it difficult to get comfortable until he reached
down and made an adjustment.

Angela looked away with red cheeks, but she
sank into his warm embrace as soon as he motioned,
eager to be close. All the thoughts in her mind were
pushing and shoving, trying to get to the front to be
solved, and all she wanted was—

Angela sucked in a breath as Marc settled her
against his chest, letting their bodies press close.
The hardness in the center of him sent fear into her
mind, but his musky scent also filled her nose with
ghosts.

“Angie?” Marc waited for her to speak, worried
she’d frozen.

“Workin’ through it, Marine. At ease.”

He grinned in the dim light. She was still
growing, changing, and much of it was attractive.
Especially with her hair wrapped around his fingers



and her body pressed snugly against his hip. Was
she ready for the next step?

They’d been spending so much time alone
together the camp thought they already had an
arrangement. Marc knew that wasn’t the same to
Angela. If he wanted her against his back at night,
he had to make a commitment. That wasn’t an issue
on his part. Marc sucked in a tight breath. “Will you
move in with me?”

“Yes.”

“Because the camp already thinks we’re living
together.”

“I said yes.”

“And Charlie won’t mind, so we’re all good
there.”

“Yes, Marc.”

“And I don’t expect sex or—"

“Damn it, Marc!”

Marc chuckled. “I just needed to be sure, baby.”

Realizing he’d been teasing her, Angela shoved
him off the mattress. “Damn man.”

Not expecting it, Marc tried to find his balance,
but landed on his side with a loud thump.

Rising to his knees, Marc’s laughter mixed with
hers. Heat sparked as their eyes locked. “You sure?
No rush.”

“Yes.” Angela held the blanket back again,
grinning. “Now get under here. My toes are cold.”

Marc wrapped her up as closely as she would
allow, thinking this would be perfect but for her
injury and him wanting to—



“Would you like to kiss me goodnight?”

Marc groaned. “Oh yeah, baby.”

Angela flushed. “I could stand a little of that.”

Marc’s body woke, insisting she knew what she
was ready for. He denied them both. “You still have
two more weeks before you’re allowed any
physical...”

Angela tilted her chin up, lashes fluttering
closed.

Marc surrendered. He pressed his mouth to hers,
trying not to groan again. My Angie!



Chapter Five
Lines In the Sand

Outside Wichita, Kansas
May 315t

1

Adrian paused outside Kyle’s tent, openly

eavesdropping.

“Who said it?!” Kyle was clearly upset.

“It doesn’t matter.” Jennifer couldn’t help the
nervous tone. Kyle was furious. It was filling the
tent.

“It does to me. Eagles don’t act that way!”

“It was a quick remark. Please let it go.”

Adrian knew the mobster wouldn’t. Someone
had crossed his line.

“Do you need anything before we roll?” Kyle
suddenly sounded calm and collected. “The trucks
are still open.”

“Not really.”

“Jen...”

“Fine! I need some pads because I keep pissing
when [ walk. Happy now?”

“What else?”

“Can I write it down?”

“You can come and point.”



“I had enough fresh air at the shower line
yesterday where they all stared at me and didn’t
talk. No thanks.”

“That will get better.”

“It’s been more than two weeks, Kyle. If it was
going to get better, there would be signs of it.”

“Give Adrian time.”

“Time for what? If he’s as good as everyone
keeps saying, then won’t he banish you for wanting
to claim me?”

Kyle didn’t answer.

Adrian chose to break the tense silence by
tapping on the flap. “Anyone in?”

“Yeah, Boss.”

“Oh, great.” Flustered, Jennifer concentrated on
folding and packing the mound of baby clothes into
the trunk. During the time she’d been in Safe Haven,
moments like this were all she had accomplished.
She was learning how to act normal again, but she
wasn’t sure she would ever feel it.

Adrian swept the mix of personal items in the
tent. Kyle’s usually neat home had become a
chaotic mess of Eagle gear and baby items. It spoke
volumes about how his top Eagle felt. Adrian stared
at him for a long minute.

Kyle had known a sit-down was coming. He and
Jennifer had remained in the QZ the entire two
weeks, getting to know each other while avoiding
everyone they could. The camp had finally
expressed enough displeasure that Adrian was being
forced to step in.



“It’s time.”

Kyle sighed at Adrian’s words. “Our next break
day?”

“By evening mess, tomorrow.”

Kyle’s expression tightened, but he didn’t
argue. Once they were outside the QZ, Safe Haven
would separate them more than Kenn and Marc
already were. Kyle had duty over the QZ again as
they broke down for travel and then only a short
break before taking over point until dawn. After
that, he would have to sleep, but it was better than
not seeing Jennifer at all.

“It’s the right thing,” Adrian reminded his top
killer.

Kyle nodded stiffly. “I know.”

“Good. You’ll take care of it?”

“Of course.” Kyle turned to Jennifer. “This is
our leader.”

Jennifer reluctantly stood up.

Adrian noted the pink cheeks and the tense body
language, but also the way she subtly put Kyle’s
body between them. She’s already learned to use
him. “I’'m Adrian.”

“Jennifer.” She leaned forward instead of
coming closer, wobbling awkwardly.

Kyle’s tanned hand was there to steady her. He
immediately let go.

Jennifer grabbed his arm, staring up anxiously.

Adrian felt the pull of her magic, and the layers
of selfishness that coated her.

Kyle used the will of an Eagle and pushed the



glare back to think. “I told you that’s not needed.
Stop blinding me. [ won’t abandon you.”

Jennifer cringed at multiple secrets being
exposed.

Kyle gently slid her under his arm. “Shh... He
already knew.”

She didn’t ask how. She just leaned against
Kyle’s side and waited to be punished or taken
advantage of.

Adrian wasn’t upset upon discovering the extent
of the situation. Kyle knew what was going on and
the girl obviously wanted him close. The camp was
reacting to the ugly rumors of the other former
slaves. The camp needed Jennifer’s side of the
story, but they couldn’t have it until she had herself,
her magic, under control. That’s why Kyle had kept
her here.

Kyle rubbed Jennifer’s arm as she trembled,
looking down in protective tenderness.

Okay, it isn’t the only reason Kyle sequestered
her. But Jennifer was encouraging it. To use him?
Maybe. Her plans after the babies came were
shielded.

“Because I don’t know what I’'m doing yet,”
Jennifer confessed. If Kyle said Adrian was worthy
of complete trust, she would give it, but her head
stayed buried under her mobster’s thick arm. “I was
going to take the kids and leave after the birth, but
they’ve settled in here now and...” She drew in air.
“They don’t need me anymore.”

Kyle fought to keep from saying anything.



“This camp needs you.” Adrian’s words gave
Kyle permission to start bringing her in. The sooner
she was under control, the better.

“You could just chain me up!” Jennifer spat,
fearing Adrian, but also drawn to him against her
will. He was the first person like herself that she had
ever met. Her mom hadn’t been able to do any of
the things she could—no one had.

“There are dozens of us here.” Adrian watched
fear come into her face first. Resentment was
second. Adrian understood Jennifer would be
harder to blend into his herd than the others he had
settled. Being tossed into the wild without her baby,
or worse, before she could give birth, seemed to be
her biggest concern. Adrian didn’t pick up fear
about anything else.

“That’s because I don’t have any.” Jennifer
stood up straight, allowing this man to meet the real
her. “I stay back because I loathe your people for
their weaknesses. It’s noble that you try to change
them, but I only have scorn.”

Kyle’s hand fell away. He automatically took a
step to the side at the tone, repelled in the same way
that he was often pulled to her light. She was
dangerous. He respected that.

Adrian studied the newest addition to his ever
growing goodie bag of power. Where does this one
belong?

Jennifer’s eyes went straight to Kyle.

Adrian shook his head, quickly developing an
edge of respect for this young girl. “You need a



goal. You don’t need a handler.”

“No, I don’t, but...” Jennifer sighed. Why hold
back now? “I do better if I have one.”

Kyle stiffened, again fighting to remain silent.

Adrian decided Neil was completely wrong.
The mobster hadn’t been blindsided at all. Kyle
knew what he’d found, what kind of love they might
share if he had the strength to fight for her. “Why
him?”

Jennifer flinched, but didn’t give an evasion. He
wants me.

“Many men will want you.”

Kyle stiffened.

...not the way he does. Jennifer answered
slowly, thrilled and scared to be communicating this
way in front of Kyle. He didn’t seem to be confused
or angry at all. He wants my babies, too.

Ah. Adrian understood that choice, approved it
even, but that didn’t stop his usual words to all the
battered females who came to his refugee camp.
“I’ll keep him away from you. You’ll be safe here
without him.”

Kyle’s hands clenched, but Jennifer actually
blanched. Adrian only entered those young mental
halls as far as he had to. He needed to be positive
she wanted this. The future depended on it.

...be alone here. No Kyle to keep me from going
crazy while I wait for the birth. No Kyle to hold me
while I cry or make me laugh to start the day. No
Kyle to help me raise Cesar’s children, to help me
make them good!



Panic was beating in her head. Adrian
withdrew, satisfied. “So long as you want it, Kyle
will be your settling partner during the day. In the
evenings, it will be one of the females.”

Jennifer smiled in relief, looking directly at
Adrian for the first time. “Thank you.”

Both men tensed, instantly lured by her
happiness.

Adrian had no trouble pushing it away, but he
was aware of Kyle having to fight her unconscious
draw. “Are you sure you can do this?!”

Adrian’s tone said if Kyle snapped, he would
face the same punishment he’d dealt to so many as
Safe Haven’s top Eagle.

Kyle stiffened. “She has a gun. She’s never to
be without it.”

Adrian understood that was for defense against
the men in camp. Jennifer hadn’t told Kyle she
could control the strength of the draw. Adrian raised
a brow. “Can you?”

Embarrassed, Jennifer slowly shook her head.
“Not always. I try, but it...”

“Gets hungry,” Adrian filled in when she
paused.

Jennifer’s eyes blazed for a moment of searing
heat and desperate longing. “Starved.”

Adrian felt that protective need finally hit and
gave her a comforting smile. “Dream walk. They
won’t know.”

Kyle, who’d had Angela’s witch in his dreams
on more than a few nights, growled. At Adrian.



Adrian’s demeanor turned curt. “Should I
separate you now?”

Kyle backed down, loathing the idea of her
taking energy from any man but him. Where did this
side of me come from?

Jennifer’s head dropped again. She slowly slid
back under Kyle’s arm. Why am I made this way?
She didn’t want men to notice her. Maybe if I never
smile again...

Picking up the thought, Adrian effectively
manipulated things. “You have one of my highest
men, pulling him away. His own team already views
you as a threat. Find something useful to do for me,
soon. Without that, the camp will get ugly.”

“And if we can’t find her something they’ll
accept?!”

Adrian responded to Kyle’s challenge with the
truth. “They’ll hate her. I’ll have to send her out of
here or she’ll be hurt. We won’t tolerate one of us
hurting the dream.”

Meaning the other gifted people here would run
her out, not the camp. Against that, she didn’t stand
a chance.

“I’1l leave now.” Jennifer was scared of hurting
people.

Adrian was still looking at Kyle. “You’re going
too, right?”

“Yes.”

“No, I’ll go alone!”

“I’1l track her.”

“Are you claiming her, Kyle?”



“No!”

“No.”

Adrian studied them, picking up the fear and the
attraction. “This could go bad. You’ve considered
it?”

Kyle was tortured. “If ’'m already damned...”

Adrian grunted, allowing his disgusted side to
show. “Stay close to her as long as she says it’s
okay, but hear me, Eagle. The second she says no,
you’d better back right up!” Adrian left the tent.

Jennifer sank to her knees. Unlike Kyle, Safe
Haven’s leader scared the hell out of her. “I’m bad.
You should stay away from me.”

Kyle tensed. “Is that the official request? ‘Cause
once you make it, Jen, I’'m gone.”

“Why don’t you have a woman here?”

Kyle’s mouth dropped open, stunned by the
quick topic change. “What?”

Jennifer flushed. “You don’t, do you?”

“How do you know?”

Jennifer peered up at him. “I read people—men—
very well.”

“What?”

She quickly lowered her eyes. “If you had a
woman here, you might have raped me and then let
me die.”

Kyle wasn’t sure what to say. She was almost
certainly right. He’d never felt anything this strong,
this primitive.

“Why haven’t you picked a woman here?”

He tried evasion. “Why does it matter?”



Jennifer didn’t look away. “I’m not sure. I just
know that it does.”

Despite being uncomfortable, Kyle refused to
deny her anything, even information. “I feel nothing
for them beyond lust. I never have. You’ve woken
something else.”

“What?”

My humanity, Kyle thought, but he wouldn’t
share something so dooming with someone he
needed to keep an advantage over. She couldn’t
understand how dark his soul really was until she
had the desire to fill it with her light. “I’m not sure,”
he said finally, fascination bleeding into his tone. “I
only know that I’ve never had it, and there isn’t
anything 1 wouldn’t sacrifice to make you willing.”

Jennifer blushed, feeling very female as her
breasts tingled. Being pregnant had its own side
effects, but the heat in Kyle’s gaze made her body
stir against her will. She’d been Cesar’s main puta.
There was little left for Jennifer to understand about
sex, and that included desire and her reactions to it.
She’d never felt closer to the evil man than while
she was shuddering in his arms, forced to enjoy his
touch, his painful attention. It was terrifying to think
of going through that with Kyle.

“I would have already said no to anyone else.”
She was unable to completely refuse what he was
begging her for.

Feeling guilty for manipulating her, Kyle
grinned harshly in the dim light, allowing her to see
a bit of the animal he thought of himself as.



Reading it, Jennifer stiffened her chin. She’d
been with evil long enough to recognize it and Kyle
wasn’t that. He would never get as ugly with her as
Cesar had. As for Kyle’s promise not to force her,
she was old enough, had been devastated enough, to
understand that fate didn’t usually let people keep
rash words. She’d been hurt before and survived.
What was a little more pain if it meant her children
would have a good life? “They can’t find out what I
am. The lies we’ll have to tell will keep the rumors
growing.”

“Yes.” Kyle admired her even more than he
already had, but he feared her too. She now held the
power to destroy him.

“You’re not worried about trouble over me?”

“Counting on it.” Kyle gave full honesty.
“Because everything they’ll say will push us
together. In time, you won’t be using me. You’ll
want me around for more than just my protection or
the sense of safety that I provide.”

Fear, sharp and thick, welled up in Jennifer’s
throat. He knows!

Kyle stayed still, giving her time to read that he
wasn’t angry, that he’d counted on her reacting this
way. “l know what I signed up for with
you...witch.”

Jennifer didn’t say anything. There was a bond
between her and this killer with the lonely soul that
she wasn’t sure about, but there was no denying the
strength. She didn’t want to be away from him.

“I have to go again. | have duty.”



Loneliness settled its familiar claws into her
chest, but Jennifer didn’t protest. “I’1l be fine.”

She was looking better, sunken face starting to
fill out, skin taking on the healthy glow that came
from the development of life. Kyle didn’t think he’d
ever seen anything more beautiful. “You can’t hide
in here.”

Jennifer shrugged. “I know, but it’s safer.”

Kyle’s heart broke. He stepped closer but
stopped at her instant flinch. “Everyone’s busy
getting ready to roll out.”

She didn’t answer.

Kyle pushed. “The babies need fresh air.”

“I’ll go,” Jennifer agreed miserably. Another
shower would feel good, but the taunts would just
recover her clean skin in shame.

Kyle hated forcing her to do things that she
didn’t want to, but the boss was out of patience and
so was everyone else. Kyle reluctantly left, torn
between her and his duty over the QZ. He moved
through the packing camp with a scowl that
discouraged eye contact and forbade conversation.

2
“Can I have a minute?”
Adrian didn’t pause on his rounds. “Walk
along.”
Cynthia fell in, hiding her soreness. She’d been
attending classes every day. The workouts were
hard.



Always known for looking like a reporter, as
well as acting and sounding like one, it drew
attention to see Cynthia striding across the camp in
calf high black boots and an Eagle jacket. She wore
her gun low on her hip, hair high on her head, and
she didn’t hesitate to speak her mind. The camp was
used to that last part, but not the words. Hearing
Cynthia defending a camp rule, or Adrian, was a
shock still flying though Safe Haven.

“I need to say something.”

On his way to the kids’ area to help carry and
direct, Adrian moved them away from the passing
members who were busy loading their vehicles. He
knew what came now. “Go on.”

“I was wrong about you.”

“Yes.” Adrian met her eye. “And no.”

Cynthia was startled, unable to speak. She was
so used to being on the outside! This feeling! More!

“I didn’t know you were supposed to be one of
us, Cyn.” Adrian delivered another revealing wave
of light, making sure she was firmly where he
needed her. Once the options had been mapped out,
he’d easily found a place for their reporter. “I’'m
sorry for missing it.”

The last of the bitterness rolled off her
shoulders. “I’m on the right side now.”

Adrian grinned, reminded of their hours
together. “Side, front, top...”

Cynthia smirked. “I knew I had that part of you
pegged right.” She lowered her voice, sweeping the
content people around them. “Wonder how many of



Safe Haven’s females have fallen for it?”

Adrian’s affectionate gaze lingered here and
there, some surprising, some expected. “Enough to
keep me fighting for the future.”

“What about the ones who conceive or become
obsessed?”” Cynthia asked carefully.

Adrian sent out that magnetic draw, the one that
had pushed her over the edge as he whispered his
gratitude. “I love them.”

Cynthia let him go, trying not to hope for it, and
failing. Being the mother of Adrian’s child would
guarantee a woman priority whenever shit hit the
fan. But more than that, it was an 18-year bond to
the leader that any of the females here would kill
for—including herself.

Not Angela, the reporter corrected, sweeping the
training area. That Eagle was slowly walking by on
her way to direct traffic. Marc was on her heels.
Their occasional warm look was a confirmation that
Adrian’s desire wasn’t going to make any
difference. That one had made up her mind. Cynthia
applauded the choice. Adrian might be the more
powerful of the two, but Marc would give a woman
his all.

Cynthia nodded at Zack as he neared her on his
rounds. Her mind had never been clearer. Her
relationship with Jeremy had been as close as she
could get to the Eagles, to Adrian. She hadn’t cared
for Jeremy until he’d shown an interest in
Samantha. Now, she didn’t want him at all.

Cynthia’s attention swung to the parking area,



where Samantha was on duty with Doug. Like her
or not, there was no denying that Samantha was
worthy of the slot on Angela’s right. The choice
she’d made to stay single for the greater good was
huge.

Angela and Marc, along with several camp
members, stopped to view an outdoor training
session. Cynthia studied them with her newer,
already more observant eyes.

Neil and Jeremy were holding their own against
the rest of their team as those men tried to get to the
laughing hostage in the center—Charlie. It was
uplifting to watch, to see the teenager happy, but it
was also wonderful because the two men trying to
rescue him had spent months tearing their team
apart.

As the set finished, Jeremy yanked Charlie
clear, while Neil used kai to disarm and then disable
the last enemy standing. Neil and Jeremy were
bruised and dirty, layered in side-by-side triumph as
they high-fived.

Cynthia felt the respect for Samantha go up
among the Eagles. Sam had sacrificed her needs to
make this happen and the distress it was causing
was obvious. The storm tracker’s hair was always
slightly wild now, gaze the same, and there was a
hardness to her body that said she needed a release.

Cynthia wondered who it would be with. Neil
and Jeremy were mostly even in her opinion. 7all,
lean, and arrogant. Wide shoulders dripped sweat
into waistbands around lean hips and thick arms.



The camp members clapped and went on about
their loading, except for two of the former slaves.
Those two stayed, hoping for a chance to talk to any
of Neil’s team.

Eagle groupies were following Adrian’s army
now, hoping for more details. Camp men
congratulated them in envy that they likely
wouldn’t have been able to handle if the situations
had been reversed. All survivors were welcome in
Safe Haven, but not just anyone could be an Eagle.

The two former slaves, Sheila and Grace, were
staring at Neil and Jeremy as if they were gods.
Cynthia hid a grin when the two males walked over
to talk to them.

The two women gushed from the first word,
showering praise and admiration in amounts meant
to send male egos through the clouds and prevent
actual thinking.

On duty nearby, Samantha’s face hardened as
she noticed her men being fawned over. Instead of
a fight, Samantha turned her back to them.

Cynthia nodded her approval.

Sheila and Grace, encouraged by Samantha’s
uncaring behavior, moved in for the kill. They
invaded personal space openly, trying to stake a
claim.

Neil and Jeremy both sent subtle glances in
Samantha’s direction.

Disappointment crept in and cut the
conversation short. A minute after Samantha turned
her back, Grace and Sheila were standing alone and



the two males were walking dejectedly into the
training tent. They had been trying to draw
Samantha’s interest with jealousy, working together
on it.

How sweet, Cynthia thought. And extremely
naive. Samantha knew she didn’t have anything to
be jealous about. Her men would come when she
wanted them, even if they were in someone else’s
arms when she sent the call.
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Angela stood stiffly as the camp began to load
into their vehicles. She was directing them, if
needed. Make work. Angela rolled her eyes. This
was their last travel day for the next few and she was
glad. She had big plans for her team. Adrian would
camp them outside Wichita—not so close as to be
overrun if the city was occupied, of course—and she
would hold her first meeting.

“How’s the shoulder?” Zack slowed as he came
by on a patrol.

“Sore.” It really was. “How’s the nose?”

The trucker snorted, stopping. “Still stings when
I blow too hard.”

Angela chuckled, but lightly, not about to
destroy their friendship by wounding his pride.
“Blame Marc. It was one of the first things he taught
me.”

Zack didn’t respond. Marc was picking up the
slack and most of the Eagles were okay with it.



Zack’s hesitance was only in that it made him
continuously reexamine his loyalty to Kenn. “When
are they letting you back in?”

“Unknown yet.”

Zack tried to soothe her angry tone. “Plenty of
ants to practice on in the meantime.”

Angela chuckled as expected. Moving targets
were a more effective training tool, so Adrian now
had his Eagles using the ants to sharpen their knife
throwing skills. So far, she could hold her own
while shooting with her left, but throwing was
another story. Thanks to her bad aim, a number of
ants were only minus a limb instead of their lives.

Zack stubbed out his stale smoke against the
truck she was using for cover and a subtle leaning
post. “I’ll be around.” Call if you need me.

Zack’s follow-up thought came through clearly.
She nodded, accepting the newest shift in their
relationship without an obvious reaction. She
scanned the mess as he left. Clear.

Zack was still serving as Kenn’s right hand, but
it was obvious that he didn’t want the job anymore—
which was bad for Kenn, who finally appeared to be
coming around. Kenn was even supporting the
rookie females who were proudly wearing their own
Eagle jackets.

That was another mark against him, considering
the trouble other men were having with the
situation. Women showing up for tryouts was an
adjustment anyway, but to suddenly have them at
every training session, every workout, at every duty



post, was a severe disruption. Unlike Angela, who
had wanted to win the males over, these rookies
didn’t try. They didn’t care. They only wanted one
thing—to make XO on the first all-female team in
Adrian’s army.



Chapter Six

We’re Special

1

Safe Haven began to roll out of the area a little

after noon. They were a line of hope stretching for
two miles behind a red, white, and blue semi with a
shotgun behind the seat.

Seth slid into the passenger side of his assigned
vehicle, one of the last dozen to leave. “Good
morning, Rebecca.”

The girl turned to glare at him, exposing deep
bags beneath bloodshot eyes. “It’s cloudy, my head
hurts, and there’s a rock stuck in my shoe. Again.
What’s so good about it?”

Seth blinked. For some reason he sometimes
still expected cheerful little Becky. “Uh...not so
much, I guess.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes, noting
the ugly signs of their world gone by. It had been
six months since the war. The dead were
everywhere, bones showing through tattered cloth.
Most horrors didn’t upset the Eagles anymore, but
occasionally, a scene was above the usual nastiness
and drew haunting pain. Like the stack of rotting
corpses that they were passing.

The bodies stretched the length of an entire



cornfield. On the top, the decay was current, but the
bottom layers of the structure were in tatters. What
wasn’t dragged off by predators or shifted by storms
would fuse together and remain for hundreds of
years. Six feet tall and two bodies wide, it was the
beginning of a skeleton wall.

“Why would someone do that?” Becky was
horrified.

“Marking their turf, I think.” Seth squinted,
looking for causes of death.

It was easy to miss the rotting frame of a house
in the corn behind the human wall. Of the entire
convoy, the animals and Angela were the only ones
to feel the menace inside it. They shifted restlessly
in response.

“I don’t understand men at all.” Becky slumped
against the seat.

Seth tried humor. “How do you know it was
done by a man?”

Becky couldn’t find an answer, and it made her
angrier. That was something she didn’t have an
outlet for, didn’t know what to do with.

When she guided the truck toward the wall and
stopped, Seth frowned.

Becky took her mom’s secret bottle of whiskey
from the glovebox and fashioned a quick Molotov
cocktail with napkins.

Seth was impressed by the finished product. It
was definitely usable.

When she held the small bomb out, waiting
patiently, he grudgingly lit the tip for her. John



wasn’t even allowing the girl a lighter right now.

Becky hit the wall, but the bodies didn’t want to
burn. Tears streamed down her cheeks as the
struggling flames were extinguished by the wind
less than a minute after she’d thrown it.

Seth let her go for a minute, and then whistled
lowly.

Becky’s head snapped up at the noise. “What?”

Seth motioned toward the wheel. “Let’s go—
forward or back, but one of the two.”

Snarling, Becky hit the gas and forced them
back into the line of vehicles. It shoved a Blazer
over and earned a nasty gesture from the driver.

Seth sighed. If she’s already angry, a little truth
might not hurt as much. “It’s time to rejoin life,
Rebecca. Start talking to people again.”

She didn’t answer.

Seth didn’t push harder yet. Right now, he was
the only one she was letting stay close. The other
guards and observers were often shouted at,
sometimes even used for target practice with
whatever she found in reach. When Becky said
leave me alone, the area cleared.

“I’1l think on it.”

“Good.” Seth gave the teenager an approving
smile and directed them back to the oral lesson
they’d begun yesterday. “Eagles rejoice in life. The
best moments are to be clung to as a shield against
the ugliness that comes with this job.” Seth paused.
“Do you understand what that means?”

Becky shrugged stiffly, following Kyle’s truck



while ignoring his glare in the mirror. “It’s how 1
felt when I s-saw you over Rick’s shoulder.”

Seth watched a tear trail down her cheek. His
heart shuddered.

Becky turned her head. John and Angela said so
much crying was good, but it felt awfully heavy to
be healthy. Some nights the sobs were so hard that
her stomach hurt the next day.

“That’s not exactly what it means.” Seth tried
not to absorb any more of her pain. It was making
him worry over her too much, distracting him from
his duties and drawing fire. People were starting to
think he was doing what Kyle was. Very few people
knew of Becky’s rape. It was easy to misunderstand
the help Seth felt compelled to give. He wasn’t like
Neil or Kyle.

“What did you mean?”

That’s why she responds to me. Because I let her
lead. “I mean good moments that are not a result of
something bad. Watching kids play, petting
animals, even enjoying Kenn and Marc doing
challenges at the shooting contest. Good things
rarely happen outside our borders anymore. You
know that. Hold onto the light and it will ease the
hell in your mind.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes.” Seth didn’t back down from her cool
tone. “I have my own horrors to handle. All of us
do. I’ve just told you how we survive it and I think
it will help—especially if you want to be an Eagle.”

“After all this, I’d never go beyond level one.”



Becky scoffed. “And that won’t be enough.”

She’s growing up. Seth hated Rick even more.
“Not if you convince Adrian.”

Silence.

“Do you want to be an Eagle?”

“Yes.” Becky sighed unhappily. “And yes, I
know he’ll give it to me as a reward and to ease his
guilt, but I don’t want it that way.” Becky dug
through her pockets to find a tissue, taking her
attention and both hands away from the road.

Seth  hurriedly grabbed the wheel and
straightened the truck, heart pounding. John was
right to still have her under suicide watch. “Did you
take the pills John gave you?”

Silence.

“Be...Rebecca, you need to take the meds until
you feel better.”

Becky glanced over at him in fury. “Pills won’t
fix me. My life is over now.”

Instantly furious, Seth yanked the wheel and
sent the truck back into the muddy cornfield next to
them. The tires hit a rut; the vehicle flew up into the
air, tilting dangerously.

Becky jerked the wheel from his hand, tugging
lightly, and easily regained control. “What the hell,
Seth?”

Seth leaned back in satisfaction. When he
wanted to play with fire, he knew how to light a
tightly twisted fuse. “Why stop us from rolling if
your life is over?”

“Why are you with me all the time?” Becky



glared, jarred from her depression by panic. “Don’t
you have other duties?”

“You are my duty!” Seth sent right back. “And
I’'m telling you it’s time to step up or Adrian really
will overlook you.”

Silence...and then, “Angela.”

Seth frowned, eyes going to Marc’s Blazer, far
ahead of them in the line. “What about her?”

“It’s Angela’s team. She’ll pick it.”

“And you want a slot?”

“Oh, yeah, just any slot.” Becky’s snort was
derisive.

Seth grinned, vaguely aware of vehicles moving
closer. Their driving incident had caused concern.
“Well, you just proved you can handle an out-of-
control vehicle. What would you like her to see
next?”

Becky didn’t think she had much of a chance at
getting the XO slot, but it was all she had to hope
for now. The bright dreams she’d had for the future
were gone, left on a charred mattress stained with
her blood. She was rolling through the motions as
best she could, but there was only pain in her heart.
She didn’t feel anything else.

2
“That’s where we’re going.” Charlie felt eyes
on the convoy as they rolled. He sent the
information directly to Adrian and was shocked
when his mom didn’t react. Had he slipped that by



without her noticing?

“No, boy.”

Charlie grinned, but just as fast as she
sometimes did, he fell back into that hazy place
between then and now.

Angela closed her journal, staring at the battered
billboard.

The island paradise being advertised was one
Marc had heard of, but only distantly. “Pitcairn...
That’s thousands of miles south.” Driving, a quick
glance told him Angela wasn’t surprised. Marc
swallowed the denial that wanted to fly out. Where
she went, he did.

“Are there other people there?”” Angela directed
Charlie like Adrian usually did for her. It felt odd
and right at the same time.

“A few. One is a woman with scars all over her
body. She’s the one he needs.”

Angela frowned, trying to decipher. Charlie had
her glazed eyes from the trance that she was so
familiar with. “Who needs her?”

“Adrian,” Charlie answered slowly.

“Is she from the dream you told me about?”
Marc had his own list of questions now.

“Yes. She will come to mean a great deal to all
of us.”

“But especially Adrian?” Marc reinforced.

“Yes. He needs her more than he knows.”

Angela smothered her unwanted flare of heat.
“Are we supposed to go find her?”

Charlie shook his head, lying against the seat.



“No. She’ll save us.”

Marc and Angela exchanged worried looks. To
need saving, meant danger was coming and they’d
already had more than their share. “Do you know
when?”

“As we recover.” Charlie’s pitch began to
normalize, breathing evening out. “With her comes
salvation and blood.”

There was silence as they pulled into the main
parking area of their campsite and waited for the
Eagles to secure it. Marc never stopped scanning the
cloudy, corn littered farmland around them.

“All clear, folks.” Mitch gave the okay over the
radio, after Adrian gave it to him.

“Charlie to the livestock truck.” Billy’s voice
didn’t sound encouraging.

Charlie sighed, hitting the button on his new
rookie belt. “Copy.”

Charlie liked how the guards were eyeing him,
paying more attention to his moods, and even
calling on him for things. It was what they did with
his mom and the feeling was outstanding. Except
for calls like these. Calls like these were hard on
him.

Marc was aware of Angela’s worry as they
climbed from their vehicle, stretching and watching
Charlie head into the lengthening shadows with
Dog at his heels. Marc wanted to offer her comfort,
but he wasn’t sure what would help.

Angela placed a light hand on his arm.
“Together, right?”



Marc nodded. “You know it.”

“I turned in my tent.”

Marc grinned, leaning forward to press a gentle
kiss to her mouth. “I’ll get a larger one and set it
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up.

Angela smiled against his lips and reluctantly
moved away.

The setting sun glinted off her long braid,
sending a jolt through Marc’s body. He forced it
down. He’d always been attracted to Angie, even
when it was forbidden, but he didn’t think he had
ever wanted her more than now.

Marc slowly moved toward the perimeter. At
some point, he would get to help her conquer those
fears, not Adrian.

As he got to the livestock truck, Charlie saw
Matt in the shadows of the moldy trees. He
motioned him to come along, ignoring the nearby
guard.

It took Matt a full minute to gain his feet.

Charlie grunted unhappily. When would Matt
shape up? “Where’d you get the bottle?”

“Paid Zack’s boy to lift it from the supply
truck.” Matt was drunk enough to not care who got
in trouble. “Said it was for his old man.”

Matt pulled the bottle out.

Charlie snatched it away.

“Knew you were ready for one!” Matt cackled.

Charlie’s arm drew back. “I should hit you with
this!”



Matt flinched and fell clumsily back to the dirt.

Charlie tossed the mostly empty bottle to the
concerned guard. “Tell Adrian where it came from.”

Billy pocketed it with an approving nod.

Charlie looked at the confused boy on the
ground. “If I catch you with another drink, Matt, or
even smell it on you, I’ll never speak to you again.”

Matt watched him go through hurt, blurry eyes.
He couldn’t do anything right these days. His dad
was talking to him again, but it was only in short
scolds and the words were always the same.

“Why don’t you try out for the Eagles, like
Charlie?”

“Why can’t you be more like Charlie?”

“Charlie’s parents don’t go through this shit
with him.”

The tears restarted. Matt ducked away from the
hard guard now hitting the button on his radio. You
can all go to hell. What do I care?

Charlie stomped toward the shower campers,
and then headed for the area behind them. He
ignored the other teenagers always trying to get his
attention these days. There were thick trees here and
the privacy to think. He had to find some way to
reach Matt...

Charlie stopped at the waves of fear and anger
coming from a small group of women standing
behind the campers. Six of them were surrounding
one, but all of them were former slaves from Cesar’s
camp.



Charlie inched closer, wondering who he should
call. When he recognized the girl in the center of the
mob, Charlie reached out to the one who would care
the most.

Kyle’s response was tormented. New group
arriving. Can’t get away. Do what I would.

Can'’'t, Charlie replied. I'm not allowed to kill.

Jennifer kept an arm around her stomach as she
faced her attackers, cursing herself for not bringing
Kyle’s gun. These females had only been a small
threat in the Mexican camp, but here, where women
were allowed to come and go without restraint, they
were dangerous.

“You didn’t think we’d let you off the hook, did
you?” Lilly smirked at Jennifer’s fear.

Jennifer trembled. “None of what he did was my
fault. I wasn’t willing.”

Lilly, who had cigar burns dotting her exposed
skin, leaned closer. “I told you no magic, and you
went and claimed that Italian man anyway! He’s in
the chain of command. Ain’t that a surprise?”

Jennifer was aware of their loathing, but also
their jealousy. “It’s not my fault they’re avoiding
you. I didn’t force anyone. In fact, you begged me
to do it because you didn’t have the guts!”

Knowing they couldn’t have children had
caused Safe Haven’s males to exclude these women
as their future mates, due to the need to repopulate.
Cesar had cursed them beyond death.

“I told you no magic!”



Jennifer’s weak control teetered. “You think I
can’t do anything because we’re outside, but keep
in mind that I’'m being fed regularly now. I'm
stronger than I’ve ever been.”

Lilly, once a children’s therapist who’d lost two
sons in the war, slapped Jennifer. “Not if you’re
having a miscarriage!”

Jennifer was ready to fight as she was shoved
down at Lilly’s feet, but the two shocked shadows
in the grass behind her attackers encouraged her to
form a fast, more useful plan. “Don’t hurt my
baby!”

Lilly hadn’t noticed the witness. She drew back
to punch. “Knew you were too weak right now!”

“If you do that, I’'ll have you thrown out of Safe
Haven.”

The male voice made all the attackers turn,
caught. The fear fled at the sight of Charlie and his
crossed arms.

Lilly approached him with her hand on her hip.
“I know who you are. You won’t do anything, boy,
or I’ll slip inside your mom’s tent while she’s still
off duty and gut—"

“Grrrr...”

“Now you’ve done it!” The bushes parted next
to Charlie.

Dog’s expression was ugly as he padded
forward. The wolf’s body had filled out with the
extra food and constant exercise. His flanks and
haunches bulged with muscles and gave him an
even stockier appearance. It was enough to keep



rookies jumping back when he came by on a patrol.

The women moved away from Jennifer.

The wolf snarled at the thoughts Charlie
flashed.

“We’ll leave her alone.”

“We won’t bother her again.”

“We were only talking.”

“I think they’re lying.” Charlie pointed. “Teach
them some manners.”

Dog snarled obligingly, still advancing.

The bullies fled back to camp, with Lilly in the
lead.

Charlie walked up and patted the wolf. “Nice.”

Dog nudged his hand in agreement. They both
turned to look at Jennifer, who was pushing herself
up off the ground.

Jennifer had already heard enough stories about
the animal that she hadn’t been afraid of it before
now. After this, she was grateful. “Thank you.
Both.”

Charlie shrugged. Kyle would be pissed about
the handprint across her cheek. “They deserved
worse, but our rules are strict on not hurting
women.”

“He wouldn’t have attacked them?”

Charlie stared at the wolf thoughtfully. “I don’t
think so, but it was my mom that Lilly threatened,
so I’'m not sure. She and Dog are close.”

Jennifer realized who her rescuer was. Rumors
of Safe Haven having their own witch were fleeting
here, but in Cesar’s camp, it had been public



knowledge.

“She’s who he wanted.” Jennifer felt Charlie
should know. “That’s why he attacked you guys.”

“He paid for it.” Charlie’s gaze hardened.
“Unlike some people.”

Jennifer knew that wasn’t directed at her. She
carefully knelt, extending a hand toward the wolf.
She was thrilled when she was allowed to stroke his
soft fur.

“Star had a litter last week.” Charlie thought
Jennifer would be a good master for an animal. She
had a lot of compassion for kids and creatures. He
could read that without going deep. “You could
probably play with the pups.”

Jennifer smiled at the thought. “Maybe.”

Distracted from his troubles by hers, Charlie
stayed close as they moved into view of the camp.
Dog stayed on her other side.

The trio drew attention from the camp people
and the Eagles, but also from the former slaves as
they realized she had more protection now.

The hard glares she received in return were
enough to make Charlie silently ask Dog to travel
with her for a while.

Hearing the request, Jennifer declared her plan
a success. She hadn’t been able to ask for protection
because she had no proof of a threat, but thanks to
Lilly’s ambush, she would now have it.

Charlie directed them by the area Kyle was
guarding and was showered with his relief and
gratitude upon seeing that Jennifer was all right.



Charlie sent a quick signal to forestall the questions
about the handprint. Tell you later.

Kyle stared until they were out of sight.

“Busy?”

Kyle grunted at Daryl’s questi