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    ​​​Chapter One


    Hunting Time


    Bridgeport, Alabama


    December 5th
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    “Green just rolled in, sir. Swears he has a plan for getting us into the bunker. It came from Alexa Mitchel.” Lloyd, the new XO, waited in the tent flap for a reply. He was expecting orders to hang Captain Green for desertion.


    Ulysses frowned, but motioned. “Bring him to me.”


    “Yes, sir.” Lloyd hurried out. The entire brigade was camped for the night and trials were about to start for some of their remaining prisoners. Nothing moved around them. The frozen, apocalyptic landscape was littered with years old wrecks and debris from another war, another time. The few homes in the distance were dark and appeared abandoned, but this area wasn’t empty. Lloyd would be glad when the brigade moved on. Seven hundred men, and the cries for mercy from their prisoners, made a lot of noise.


    The smell of campfires and body odor swirled through the air as men stripped their sweaty winter gear for more comfortable clothing and the cooks got busy turning out another disappointing meal. It was comforting to most of them.


    Ulysses leaned back in the chair and wiped crumbs from his army jacket. It was one of the few things he had left from before the war. It was always on him, under his other gear. He didn’t wear it for his men. He wore it for the feeling it gave him, and for the memories of better days.


    Captain Green ducked into the command tent. He held out the paper Alexa had given him, but he didn’t speak. He’d gone AWOL. He had no excuse.


    Ulysses studied the notes, sharp mind seeing how it could work. “She told you to bring this to me?”


    “Yes, sir.” Green didn’t say Alexa had hinted it might get him cleared of the desertion charges. He could only hope that she was right. If he brought it up, Ulysses was sure to go the other way out of spite.


    Ulysses glared at his former officer. “The rest of your group have been stripped of rank and given hard chores for the next month.”


    “Yes, sir.” Green had seen them working as he arrived. “I am sorry, sir.”


    Ulysses liked it that Green wasn’t making excuses, but he almost wished the man wasn’t being so subservient. He wanted to hang him. “Join your team in digging the latrine. Then help with security during the trials. Then you have guard duty until dawn.”


    “Yes, sir!” Green hesitated. “Sir?”


    “What is it now?”


    Green blew out a sigh. Ulysses would never agree to go help Alexa. Asking would only get him in more trouble. “Never mind.”


    “Get lost.” Ulysses wanted to make an example of Green, but the man was a prime fighter, a prime shooter, an officer, and the plan he’d brought back was solid. Ulysses also heard Alexa’s unspoken demand that Green be spared in exchange. Ulysses wasn’t going to damage their deal by taking out his anger on a man who would probably die during the bunker fight anyway. For now, Green was a valuable asset that deserved to be used.


    Ulysses stored Alexa’s plan in his folder. “If you liked being AWOL, you’ll love the next job I assign.”
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    “The next one I give you will be worse! Drive faster!”


    Donna glared into the rearview mirror, fighting the pain spell. “It’s not safe in this snow! We’ll wreck.”


    “Do it!”


    Donna cried out as pain slashed over her back and neck. She slammed on the brakes, making the wagon skid across the slick road. Kids shouted in surprise and fear.


    She turned around in the seat and faced her tormentor. “I don’t care if you’re an alpha. Do it again. I dare you!”


    The little blond boy slapped the seat between them. “Drive! You’ll miss her!”


    “Not until you promise to stop hurting us!”


    The child threw himself back against the worn seat, arms crossing over his small chest.


    The other three kids in the wagon held their breath and waited for his explosion.


    “Fine! Just drive!”


    Donna eased on the gas. “If we wreck, you won’t get there at all.”


    “Drive! Drive! Drive!”


    Donna increased speed, hating the choices that were coming. Little Andrew had been with her for almost a year now and she wasn’t sure she could take much more. His gifts had unlocked upon being sold, betrayed, by his mother. When Donna bought him, she hadn’t known he was a descendant. She’d just been trying to rescue a male child from slavery or being eaten at a Snake party. For some reason, the reptile women loved the flesh of men.


    Icy wind blew against the wagon, coming through the cracks.


    Donna wanted to increase the heat, but it was a bad time to take her hands or eyes from the wheel. She hoped the kids were warm enough with their thick coats and the blankets over their laps. She couldn’t check on them right now. This narrow road was winding and littered with debris that had been here for years. It was no longer recognizable. Running over it would likely mean a flat tire and half an hour of freezing while listening to Andrew scream as she changed it. This area was without homes, businesses, or buildings. If they got stuck here, they would probably die.


    The other kids stared at her in the mirror and wished Andrew wasn’t with them.


    Donna knew. He bullied them constantly, causing tension and fights that ended in her shielding them and threatening Andrew with being alone. She didn’t have any other leverage, but she was almost sure the boy knew she was bluffing. Except... Donna sighed as the pain shudders finally receded from her spine. I’m not bluffing anymore.


    She steered around the next curve, tensing as the tires slipped. She let off the gas, bracing to hear the child scream again.


    She took a fast glance in the mirror and found his eyes shut. She let out a sound of relief. He didn’t have much energy yet for his magic. When that changed, she would never be able to control him. He would end up killing her or the other kids to get what he wanted. Right now, that was to be taken to Alexa Mitchel.


    Donna didn’t know why he wanted to reach the Mitchel woman, but it scared her. Going to Bridgeport was a bad idea. After Alexa’s open radio taunt, hunters would flood that town in hopes of securing the prize. It was a bad place to be with a battered wagon of orphans and a male magic user who hadn’t been registered with the bunker.


    Donna eased back on the gas and hoped Alexa would be able to find a minute to help her with the unruly boy. She didn’t want to leave him on his own. He was too young for that, but her strength was running out. At some point in the near future, she would have to pick between his life and all the others, including her own. Please make her help me, Lord. I can’t abandon a child, even if he is a monster.
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    “Help!”


    “Someone help us!”


    “Where are they?!” William blasted the group with another wave of icy wind.


    The weak group of descendants and refugees tried to break free of his mental hold as ice formed on their hands and faces.


    The long riverboat where they were cowering had once been white, but it was rotting away now and covered in the same mold that was on most of the trees in Afterworld. The dozen people on the boat were sickly. They stood no chance against one of their own kind, let alone the highest level. They’d barely been surviving before.


    William had no mercy for their starving frames or the love for their children that was costing their lives. He didn’t care about the groups all around them, or the winter weather that had come in with a bang. William blasted them again, rage in control. He longed to slaughter them all until the ground was coated in blood. “Where did you hide the kids?! Tell me!”


    The women surrendered to the cold darkness first as they froze solid. The bulkier men lasted a minute longer and then they, too, froze to death.


    William searched their minds as they passed, but all he saw in each last thought was a bright sun and an island. Even in their last moments, they were thinking of Safe Haven.


    William let out his full anger. Ice coated the riverboat in a layer that sealed the scene as a warning. Normal refugees wouldn’t understand, but descendants would know one of their kind had done this. They would feel the dead magic in these victims and shudder at the idea of facing the one who was responsible for it.


    William marched toward the road to continue his hunt for those rare few with time gifts. He could sense them occasionally on his mental grid. They always vanished before he could track them to exact locations, but he knew there were three in this side of the country right now. “I will find you!”


     


    An unhealthy shadow rose from the weeds along the shore as William left. Carolyn didn’t know why the magic user hadn’t killed her, too. She’d come to the frozen shore to vomit and stayed down as he attacked. Maybe my illness hid me.


    Carolyn stared at the frozen river boat for a long moment. The group had let her travel with them for protection. She hadn’t been close to any of the low-level descendants, but it was still awful.


    Carolyn tugged her headscarf down and replaced her woolen cap. The weather was frigid, with nasty wind and flakes of snow that gave off a feel of the holidays, of Christmas. It was depressing. Holidays reminded her of what she’d lost.


    Carolyn rebuttoned her long coat, listening to snaps, thuds, creaks, and eerie moans as she limped northeast. She hoped the powerful man didn’t come back for her, and at the same time, she almost hoped that he did. Cancer was painful for a long time. If he froze her, the pain would end in minutes. Waiting to die is hard.
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    Jason stilled as a sense of menace filled the thick woods around him. He gripped the shovel tighter, waiting for the threat to reveal itself before he reacted.


    William kept going. His fast scan of Jason revealed average power and no knowledge of time gifts at all, let alone contact with anyone who had them. William wasn’t wasting energy on people unless they challenged him or they had something he needed.


    Jason felt the danger pass and let out the breath he’d taken in. After another minute, he went back to digging the hole. A body lay next to it, ready to be buried. He’d already taken an image on his phone for proof so his employer would know for certain the job was done. Come dawn, he would head east and report his success. Unless an adventure presents itself. I don’t mind being delayed for new job prospects.


    Jason stilled again as a twig snapped behind him. He listened hard and heard the ragged breathing of a normal trying to sneak by him in the dark woods. Jason let her go. He only killed for defense or a job, and he hadn’t been interested in women since his wife sold him out and took over a bunker in the west. Jason had been on the run for years. “But I go where I want, and I do what I can to screw with her plans.”


    Jason used his foot to roll the body into the grave. He began to fill in the hole with quick shovelfuls of icy earth. The woods moaned and swayed around him; wildlife prowled. Jason didn’t worry over it. He had the skills to survive out here. His targets usually didn’t. This one had come from a group of riverboat people who were headed for the same bunker that he was.


    Rumor says my wife is there now to establish her hold over the east. Maybe I’ll get a contract for her. This job had come from a woman who didn’t want her sister catching up with her. His current employer had authority in the bunker. It was a good contact for a renegade male killer-for-hire who was supposed to be a slave.


    Jason tensed, feeling something coming.


    A female scream echoed.


    Jason didn’t hesitate to go toward the noise, despite his profession. He ran through the trees, drawing his bow. Low growls covered his steps.


    Two dogs lunged at him from the weeds.


    Jason fired his arrow and reloaded in a blur. He kicked the second dog in the jaw, then fired an arrow into its chest and moved on. The screams had stopped, but the grunts of a female in trouble were still echoing.


     


    Jeanie swung her fist against the dog’s mouth, crunching its teeth and opening wounds on her fingers.


    The yelping animal tried to scoot away. Jeanie stomped on its head and then did it again.


    She spun around to meet the lunge of the next dog, knife ready.


    An arrow went through its neck.


    The last two wild dogs fled.


    Jeanie gasped in air, searching for her rescuer. Trees waved at her, swaying in the breeze. She saw nothing else. “Hello?!”


    Jason studied the cute blonde from the shadows. She was stocky and had sturdy winter gear. She had sharp brown eyes and callouses on her hands from years of working. Despite the trouble here, she didn’t need his continued help.


    Jason sheathed his next readied arrow and walked back toward the gravesite. He wanted to finish filling it in before he headed east.


    Jeanie watched and listened for another minute, then shrugged. “Thank you!”


    No answer came.


    Jeanie put it from her mind. She had work to do. Dog meat was good protein and she still had a week or so to go on her journey. She knelt in the bloody dirt, not worrying about her minor hand injuries. “I’ve survived worse.”


    Jeanie ripped into the warm body and cut upward. She quickly disemboweled the carcass and then began removing the skin. The bright moon overhead provided light. She would make a fire next and enjoy a hot meal before getting a great night’s sleep.


    Jeanie didn’t mind the blood and guts, the smell, or the chance that the blood would draw other predators. She’d been on the road for a month. She had been attacked multiple times and survived. Something always happened to save her or help her. “I’m protected. I didn’t know it until I left home, but I was marked 20 years ago. And now I’m going to claim my destiny with Safe Haven and it’s infamous leader.” I just need to group with someone stronger than the normals and wait for their return.


    Jeanie looked up, catching movement from the corner of her eye.


    Carolyn nodded at her and kept going.


    Jeanie didn’t return the gesture. She watched the thin woman until she was out of sight.


     


    Carolyn kept trailing the man who was covered up to his elbows in dirt. She ducked into the weeds as he knelt near a grave. There was something special about him, beyond him helping a woman and she wanted to know what it was.


    Carolyn popped a tummy drop into her mouth and tried to stay downwind so her smell didn’t alert the man to her presence. She stared at his big arms and fit body in longing. Carolyn had been sick for so long that she’d forgotten what it felt like to be healthy. She had expected the cancer to take her life long before now. Living through this hell is my punishment. I earned this.


    Jason felt eyes on him, but the mood wasn’t threatening. He finished the burial and then cleaned up next to the grave. He didn’t feel bad for killing. It was just a job.


    Jason headed to the next hilltop over and began digging things from his kit to make a fire. He also retrieved his small radio and turned it on. He’d gotten into the habit of listening to the nightly bunker address that had started a month ago. He occasionally heard a voice in the background that was very familiar.


    A woman’s calm voice echoed across the country through every radio that was turned on. “Good evening, New America. These are the updates for December 5th. First, the rules for rage sickness have been expanded. Please follow them carefully.”


    Jason placed the wood he’d gathered earlier in the day, listening to clinks, doors closing, and chatter in the background of the radio address.


    “Registering as a rage walker is mandatory. That law passed in August, after the slaughter of an entire government complex. Wild, infected children are still rampaging through some parts of Utah. Avoid that zone if possible. Rule two has not changed–all females of puberty and above are ordered to rent a male at one of the bunkers at least once a year. Letting the rage disease have control is not an option. Rent a male, register, and receive an allotment of food.


    “The former government has been gone in the Midwest and in the east for more than two years. As such, their rein has expired. A new government is being formed and documents of constitutional law are being written. Those who resist this progress should be reported to a bunker for investigation. The old system abandoned us. They went underground and they died there. Only in western zones do they still exist and even that hold is almost gone. Do your duty to New America and report the troublemakers, the rebel males, and those on our wanted lists, like Alexa Mitchel. Her last known location is Bridgeport, just hours ago. Rewards for Mitchel and her six-man crew are high. Please deliver them, or their bodies, to the eastern bunker. That is all.”


    All over the country, people paused to consider if they were strong enough to challenge a Mitchel. Most decided against it. Surviving in Afterworld was hard enough without going head-to-head with the strongest crew left in the country.


    A few braver groups loaded up and headed south, eager for the possible rewards if they were successful.


    Others also made plans to go that way. These scavengers didn’t care if death was waiting on the other side. They just hoped to get there before the fight was over and all the loot had been stripped.


    Jason shut off the radio, then struck his flint. The spark caught on the tinder and flared up between the logs. He blew gently, making sure it caught fully. Around him, the night was peaceful again. It made him think of his dead sons. If not for that tragedy, he wouldn’t be out here killing for a living. On a night like this, they would have been sitting around the firepit, roasting marshmallows.


    Jason settled next to the fire, not ready to eat yet. He listened to the windy night and debated going south to see if Alexa was still in Bridgeport.
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    “Pack up. I want us on the road in five minutes.” Rachel smoothed the dirt and wrinkles from her long red robe as she rose from the dying campfire. “We will capture the Mitchel, or one of the magic trackers who come for her.”


    The gate hunters around Rachel immediately rose and began packing up their camp. They’d taken over this convent not long after the war, but they still preferred to camp outside in the courtyard until the heavier snows arrived.


    Rachel stayed sitting, sipping her cooling coffee while she finished her plans. Her small group of two dozen couldn’t challenge a Mitchel, but they could linger around the edges of the fight and wait for an opportunity to slip in and dart her or one of her crew. The trail of bodies she’d left across two states proved she would come for her crew.


    The burnt frame of a city skyline backdropped the highway they’d cleared a while back to make travel easier. The homes and businesses here had been stripped long ago, but it was still a prime location. They had easy access to the entire northern half of Georgia from here, making it possible to monitor nearly everyone in the area. A lot of groups were surviving in this zone despite the lack of resources, and each one of them had their own goals.


    But none are as important as mine. Rachel finished her drink, staring into the flames. We have to capture a magic user. Without that, our lives can never return to prewar conditions.


    Rachel would give her life for that goal. She had no problem dying if it meant her family would live. Their graves were nearby. Rachel wanted that version of this future to be reversed. I’ll do whatever I have to. They deserve another chance to live and I’m going to see that they get it. “Mommy has you covered. You won’t be in the cold ground much longer.”
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    Radka jumped onto her horse and kicked it into motion. “Revenge will be ours!”


    Radka and her group of Snakes had been hunting for Alexa’s trail since finding Hemi’s destroyed camp, but not the missing leadership token. The reptile women had left their main tribe when the elder refused to go after the Mitchel for Hemi’s murder. Now, they were outcasts.


    Radka mourned the loss of that bond, but it wouldn’t stop her from seeking vengeance for her sister’s death. She’d told Hemi to be careful who she attacked. It wasn’t just Mitchels who were dangerous, but Hemi had taken one of Alexa’s men. It had been foolish to think she could get away with that.


    “But it shouldn’t have cost her life! The Mitchel has no mercy. I shall show her the same treatment as I slit her throat!”


    Bright scales glinted in the moonlight as the horses ran. Two-sided cloaks flew out in the wind. The snowy ground was no problem for their mounts. The resilient horses had been bred for this harsh terrain. The cold didn’t seem to affect them either. Radka didn’t care. If their mounts gave out, she had another small herd stashed nearby. Catching and breaking wild horses was one of their favorite pastimes. And when there were no males to roast, the horses served that purpose, too.


    Radka’s Snakes galloped into the darkness west of them, leaving their fire burning and their male slaves still staked to the ground. Only revenge mattered to them.
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    “We’re going!” Mimi punched the protestor again, making sure her opponent was down. “She killed Veronica! Our beloved leader!” Thud! “You’ll go with us or you’ll die right here!”


    “I’ll go! Please!”


    Mimi kept swinging, unable to stop. The rage was in control. Blood splattered the grass.


    A battered truck pulled up next to her. “Let’s go!”


    Mimi kicked the now unconscious woman in the ribs. She stepped back and wiped her hands down her robe. “You’re not one of us. We have faith!” Mimi rushed forward and kicked her again.


    One of the men in the truck reached out and grabbed Mimi around the waist. He tolerated her pummeling fists, holding onto her as their driver spun gravel and slush to get them rolling.


    Mimi slammed her hand into the man’s big nose, grunting in satisfaction when his blood hit her face.


    The man dumped her onto the seat between him and the driver, then clutched his bleeding nose, but he didn’t protest or retaliate. Mimi was unstable. Unless he wanted to kill her, he still had to sleep at night.


    Their four-truck convoy was rusted, beaten, and dented, but the engines were solid and they had plenty of fuel. Gas wasn’t easy to collect and prepare, but it was still abundant in some areas. You just had to be willing to risk your life for it. Mimi sent members of her group out to gather fuel weekly. She needed the gas more than their warm bodies. They couldn’t scavenge if they couldn’t travel.


    “Faster!” Mimi punched the dashboard, leaving bloody smears. “Don’t miss her!”


    The nervous driver increased speed. “I won’t.”


    “You’d better not or you’ll be the next one gone!” Mimi didn’t worry about them fleeing or disobeying. Her group was exactly that–hers.
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    William paused as his grid lit up with magic users who had cloaked their presence. He didn’t know what had happened to make so many of them come out of hiding, but they were all headed in one direction.


    William immediately turned southeast.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Tell Me About Mercy


    The Eastern Bunker
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    “Are they all here?” Marcella glared at her Lieutenant. She didn’t like the 20-something girl at all. She was organized and she had the experience of being a secretary before the war, but Marcella wasn’t happy with her.


    Jackie held out the sheet of names, flushing at the harsh tone. “Yes. That’s all we have.”


    The bunker around them banged, clanged, and creaked with echoes of voices, workers repairing equipment, and troops settling in for the night. The complex was huge; only half of it was being used. They didn’t have enough womanpower for all the rooms and stations. They were only manning the vital areas, like air and water filtration, and the labs on the bottom levels.


    Marcella skimmed the names, frown growing. She glanced up at the group of possible candidates. “The reward for this run is a promotion and an increase in your monthly supply allotment. The target is Alexa Mitchel.”


    Mutters traveled the small crowd of bounty hunters. All the women were dressed in soldier gear and carried basic weapons, but they also had colored hair, makeup, and other bright flashes of their personality. Marcella hated it, but she hadn’t forbidden it yet. Even Jackie, her Lieutenant, had purple fingernails and purple gym shoes. It didn’t look professional. Marcella had black hair, scarred skin, and dark clothes that respected the new world. She allowed herself no concessions. In time, they’ll all dress and act like me or they’ll join the slaves. “I understand the challenge. A crew will be provided. Bring her in dead or alive, but alive pays double. Who wants it?”


    No one spoke. Awkward silence lingered in the large meeting room.


    Marcella grunted. “Double for dead, triple for alive.”


    More murmurs sounded, but no offers came. These 20 hard women here knew it was a suicide run for them. They’d heard the call. They were only here to hear the bounty. They glanced at the dirty floor and the bare gray walls instead of looking at their boss.


    Marcella relented. “Triple for dead. Alive will get you whatever you want.”


    One hand went up.


    Marcella waved. “Step forward.”


    The crowd parted to let the blonde woman through. More mutters sounded as they recognized their top bounty hunter.


    Marcella scanned the woman from head to toe. The bulging muscles and tool belt of deadly items gave a good impression. “Your name?”


    “Nancy Pruett.” The woman delivered a sneer. “I’ve been told we’re distant cousins.”


    Marcella immediately felt better. “Excellent. If you die, no one knows you anyway. If you succeed, the family name will grow.”


    Nancy shrugged. “Couldn’t care less about the family name or dying.”


    Marcella snorted. “Then why are you doing this?”


    Nancy motioned toward the hall. “I have a child. Mitchels are all a threat to her, to me.”


    “So it’s personal.” Marcella studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Sometimes hatred or fear will help.”


    “I don’t feel fear anymore.” Nancy took the kit the Lieutenant gave her. “I just hold onto hatred like glue.”


    Marcella snickered. “Happy hunting, Nancy Pruett.”


    Nancy bowed, then headed for the door. She ignored the leers of those who wanted to improve their situation without doing the work. She glowered at those who had now put her and her daughter onto their target list. “Take good care of my daughter, Marcella. Hatred can easily be turned into a mission to see you replaced.”


    Gasps filled the room.


    Marcella didn’t call the woman back for a reprimand or make a promise, but she scribbled a note on the order to have Nancy’s daughter brought into her secure area of the bunker. If Nancy lost, the child could be trained in her ways as a replacement. If Nancy won, the child could be used as a hostage to keep her mother from committing mutiny during her headrush from winning against a Mitchel. Either way, I’m covered.


    Marcella returned to her control room, aware of the Lieutenant on her heels. “Check the names. I want to know if I have other relatives here.”


    “Yes, Ma’am.” Jackie immediately went to handle it.


    Marcella settled onto her metal throne, wishing she’d chosen something more comfortable. “Ah, well. My ass will toughen up in time, just like my army.”
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    Nancy waved off the hired security standing outside her door. “Your services are no longer required. Draw your pay from my account.”


    Both bulky females left without asking why she no longer needed them. They already knew Nancy wouldn’t answer their questions.


    Rats ran along the damp concrete floors ahead of them, scurrying into cracks and crevices. Traps weren’t effective and they had no cats here. Starving people ate anything they could catch. Very few domesticated animals had survived the years since the war. If supplies ran low here, the rats would also become a food source. Leaving them alone now was a way of preparing for that possible future.


    Nancy left the door open as she went to the playpen in the far corner of the plain room that held two small beds and a locker.


    The nanny, a tall, thin woman with a reputation for enjoying death, nodded to her then left.


    Nancy smiled down at the cute four-year-old. “Mommy’s leaving for a week.”


    Abigail grinned up at her. “Hunting?”


    “Yes.” Nancy snapped the top button of Abigail’s thick pink jumper to warm her chilly skin. “A new target this time.”


    The little girl’s face clouded over. “Will this one know where daddy is?”


    “No. This one will anger him into coming back.”


    Abigail’s smile returned. Her eyes lit up bright red.


    Nancy frowned at her. “Marcella will be your mommy while I’m gone. Do you remember what I told you about her?”


    “Marcella is the best hope for the future. She is to be protected, and respected.”


    “Very good.” Nancy heard steps outside the open door. She didn’t turn around or censor her words. “What are you to do if this bunker is breached or if Marcella is killed?”


    “I will take control and hold this facility until you come for me.”


    “And if I never come for you?”


    “I will be the queen. They will serve me or they will all die.”


    “Tell me about mercy.”


    Abigail frowned, eyes returning to soft brown. “I do not know what that is.”


    “Perfect.” Nancy turned to meet the shocked stare of Marcella’s Lieutenant. She lifted a bleached brow. “Yes?”


    Jackie recovered, hiding her emotions. “Your orders are official. Marcella added permissions, gear, and supplies. A crew will meet you.”


    Nancy took the paper, but she didn’t read it. She stared at Marcella’s lackey.


    Jackie flushed. “What?”


    “Do you enjoy being her right hand?”


    Jackie nodded, expression going blank. “Of course.”


    Nancy sneered. “Liar. You want her place.”


    “You can’t know that!”


    “I didn’t. Abigail just told me.”


    Jackie backed up a step, eyes going to the little girl who was now chewing on the end of her ragged blanket.


    Nancy stepped forward while snatching her knife from her belt. She slit the woman’s throat a second later, going deep. Blood coated those purple shoes. The body fell to the floor.


    Nancy sheathed her bloody blade and hit the button on the wall. “We have a death. Send a cleanup crew to room 301.”


    “Copy. Name and situation?”


    “Jackie. Executed for treason against our leader.”


    “Copy.”


    Nancy went to her dresser to collect her things. She listened to the footsteps coming toward her room. “Never trust a Pruett. We’ll slit your throat in a heartbeat to advance our cause.”


    Abigail slowly sat up, favorite blanket now hanging from the corner of her mouth. “Whatss our cause?”


    “We have several. We wish for females to rule the world. We also want all males in slavery.”


    “To prevent war.”


    “Yes.”


    “Is there another reason?”


    Nancy turned to meet the four security guards coming down the hall. “We want magic under our control. Everyone else is a threat.”


    “You killed her without an execution order.” One of the guards began recording as the others came in to collect the body.


    “She wanted Marcella’s job.”


    “Proof?”


    “My daughter saw it in her mind.”


    The guard paused, then continued. “Can you prove that?”


    “She’ll show it to Marcella if she so wishes.”


    “Granted. Please present your daughter in one hour at the main command section.”


    “No need. She’s staying there while I go on the run for Alexa Mitchel.” Nancy stepped by the stunned women. “See that she gets there safely. Marcella ordered it. I wouldn’t screw that up.”


    The guard immediately shut and locked the thick door behind her.


    Abigail giggled as the head broke off the body as they tried to move it. “She lost her mind.”


    The guards kept an eye on the little girl while cleaning and listening for her escort to arrive. No one wanted to be on Marcella’s bad side. They also didn’t want Abigail’s mother to return. Nancy was ruthless, like all of her family.
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    “Jackie’s dead.” Selma, third in command, hurried into the room with Abigail clutched tightly to her chest. “Nancy did it. She said her daughter will show you why.”


    “No need.” Marcella waved at the play area she’d had set up as soon as Nancy accepted the run. “Nancy is loyal to me. She would never betray my trust.”


    “How can you be sure? Family bonds mean little when compared to greed for power.”


    Marcella eyed Selma’s dark skin and somber clothes in approval. The woman was short and stocky, with the proper attitude. She wasn’t their Lieutenant because she was more valuable in organizing the troops and gear, but she really was the best candidate for the job. “Don’t concern yourself with things below your paygrade.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Marcella smiled at the sleepy little girl. “We’re down one Lieutenant. Pick another–more carefully this time.”


    Selma bowed and left, face flushed at the mild scold.


    Marcella concentrated on the little girl. “Is there anything you require?”


    Abigail shut her eyes and rolled over on the soft blanket.


    Marcella chuckled. “I see.” She dimmed the lights so the girl could rest, then sat there, contemplating all the choices she could have with a magic user at her side.


    “Will you play with me whenever I want?”


    Marcella chuckled again. “No. There are rules. Your mother told you, I’m sure.”


    “Yes.” Abigail began rocking herself to sleep. “She said you will rule the world. All peoples will be under your do... Do...”


    “Dominion.” Marcella heard steps coming down the long concrete hall. “Will you search my companions?”


    “For more treasons?”


    “Yes, but also for male compassion. If they do not really support slavery, I need to know.”


    Abigail rolled over. Her eyes lit up bright red. “Many here are like Jackie. They will kill you the instant you show weakness.”


    “Then they’ll be disappointed. I have none.”


    “Liar.”


    Being called that by a child was infuriating. It was also a reminder that the girl had been taught to always tell the truth. “Very well. I have one weakness. I work daily to smother the need for blood.”


    “Good.” Abigail’s head turned toward the two women now entering the room.


    Both women froze, aware of the child digging into their minds.


    Marcella waited, hand sliding to her gun.


    Abigail giggled. “That one’s funny.” Her mirth faded. “That one wants your job. She’s trying hard to think of slavery, but I see...”


    “What do you see?” Marcella aimed her gun to keep the new woman from fleeing.


    Selma blocked the door.


    “I see your death in her dreams.”


    Marcella pulled the trigger.


    Selma heaved a frustrated sigh as the body fell. “I’ll try again. There has to be one more loyal bitch in this place.” She strode from the room, muttering. “I wonder if I can dress up a slave...?”


    Marcella laughed. “You’re right. She is funny.” Marcella reloaded the single round and pushed the button on her chair. “Body cleanup, command room.”


    “Copy.”


    Marcella pushed the button again. “Send a passive slave to play with my new guest.”


    “Copy. Time limit?”


    “Until the child is tired of him.”


    “Copy.”


    Abigail grinned. “Thank you.”


    Marcella nodded. “It is my honor.”
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    Nancy entered the armory with five women on her heels. The crew had fallen in on her way here. She waved at the lockers and wallboards that held a variety of killing tools. “Load up. You’ll need it against this target.”


    The armory wasn’t guarded even though the long, wide room was stocked from end-to-end with dusty crates, bags, and boxes of weapons. The armory was open to everyone, but most residents stayed in the bunker. They didn’t need to gear up because they didn’t go topside.


    Nancy watched the choices, seeing who went for heavy firepower over accuracy and who went for hand-to-hand weapons. When all five females took items from each category, she was satisfied that Marcella had given her a good crew. She also assumed they’d been offered amazing rewards to secure their agreement.


    Nancy also chose items from all the boxes and crates. Then she distributed the ammunition for those weapons. She went heavy on all of it. She’d only heard of Alexa by reputation. But I knew her father and he was lethal. I expect no less from his eldest daughter.


    Nancy led them to the supply bay next, taking medical items and kits that would allow them to perform surgery. It was likely that some of them would be injured during this adventure. It was also a certainty that some of them would die, but she didn’t take body bags. Nature could have the weakest of her crew. She didn’t mind.


    The medical bay was small and short on supplies. They always used more than crews found on scavenging runs. Nancy estimated the four bent, often repaired cabinets of drugs would be gone before winter was. Addictions and constant infighting had wiped out this stock much faster than other supplies.


    She gestured toward the medic on duty. “Vaccinations.”


    The weary medic began pulling syringes from the shelf. “Which ones?”


    “Rage, small pox.” Nancy considered. “And measles.”


    The medic pulled those bottles. “Other than rage, all vaccinations are years out of date. We don’t have anyone who can make updated versions yet.” The medic stared as she waited for Nancy’s choice, finger twirling in her new perm.


    The heavy odor filled Nancy’s nose and added to the rancor in her voice as she spoke. “I understand the risks.” No one knew if expired medicines would work the way they were intended to, but Nancy had survived on old antibiotics several times since the war. She wasn’t worried. “Double the doses.”


    “I always do.” The medic waved the first woman over. “Roll up your sleeve.”


    Nancy watched the crew for reactions to the sticks and stings. She was pleased so far, but any sign of weakness would disqualify them.


    All the women kept blank faces.


    Nancy went last, now busy planning for their attack. “Who wants the XO slot?”


    Two hands rose.


    Nancy scanned them both, seeing big muscles and tattooed trophies of past kills. “Current status.”


    “Blacksmith.”


    “Tactician.”


    Nancy pointed at the tactician. “XO.”


    The woman immediately took out a notebook for instructions.


    Nancy shook her head, though she was happy with that response. “Not until we’re out of here.” She glared at the medic. “We might as well be in a bar right now.”


    The permed medic scowled. “I don’t gossip.”


    “Yeah, and Mitchels aren’t dangerous.” Nancy rolled her sleeve down without waiting for the band aid. She led her new crew from the room.


    Each of the women gave the medic a nasty look as they left.


    The medic swallowed the urge to leave her shift early so she could go spread the story.


    Nancy took her girls to the food storage area last. She ignored the frowning guard. “Load up. We’ll be gone for at least a week.”


    Each of the women took MREs and water, but nothing else.


    Nancy splurged on coffee, but avoided the sugar and powdered creamer. She stored the items in her kit, then took a minute to make sure she had everything she needed.


    “May I offer a suggestion?”


    Nancy nodded at her new XO.


    “We were assigned a jeep. Bikes would be louder, but faster and more maneuverable.”


    “Denied, to both. I want horses.”


    The other women perked up. Horses were coveted among the bunker females.


    Trisha sighed. “Shall I go see to that now?”


    “No. As of this minute, we go everywhere together.”


    Trisha bowed her head. “As you wish.”


    Nancy snorted. “Save the meek demeanor for someone who requires it. Speak your mind and do it now.”


    “Okay, I will. Horses have to be fed.”


    Nancy nodded. “And bikes need fuel.”


    “Horses make noises when you don’t want them to.”


    “Bikes are loud.”


    “Bikes can be disabled. They can take the winter weather.” Trisha eyed her companions, frowning. “Horses may be a distraction.”


    Nancy grunted. “Point taken. We will sign out six bikes, and if I need a horse while we’re out, you will find me one.”


    “Agreed.” Trisha was delighted to have her suggestion accepted. “May I assist you in any other way?”


    Nancy stared at Trisha with hard, needy eyes.


    Trisha shivered. “If I have to, I can be that for you, as well.”


    Nancy walked by her, chin in the air. “Willing or not at all.”


    Trisha fell in behind her, relieved. She’d had female relationships since the war, but she still preferred the company of men. I just need them to be slaves. I like renting one, making him fall in love, and then turning him out to my friends.


    The rest of the women stayed close and tried to copy Nancy’s cool air. They’d agreed to this run because of the rewards, but also because of Nancy’s reputation. If they did well, she might accept them as her permanent crew.


    Nancy knew what they wanted, why they’d come, but none of that mattered to her. I only want my target dead. If I have to sacrifice all of you, I’ll do it in a heartbeat.


    Nancy had been in Hot Springs, South Dakota when the war came, on leave from the Navy to visit family. Her male relatives had been taken to government bunkers in the draft and the women had followed their loved ones. She had missed being drafted, but she’d been in the right place when Safe Haven came through.


    When Safe Haven left America, Nancy had been captured by slavers. She’d given birth in captivity. The baby girl had saved her life and given her control over that group. As a punishment, she’d charmed them and began male slavery in the east, drawing Marcella back to this side of the country. It wouldn’t have been possible without Adrian’s child. And now I want him back with me so he can be properly punished for leaving. I won’t stop until I get it. The cost doesn’t matter. Only the goal does.
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    Nancy waited impatiently for the main bunker door to be opened, though it didn’t show in her blank expression. She held the bike in place between her long legs, aware of the two guards eyeing her and her crew as if they were crazy. We are, a little. That’s why we can survive out there while you hide in here.


    Light rain beat against this top level. Cold drafts blew through uneven seams that had settled over the years. The guards up here wore their heaviest gear and cursed the assignment for the entire 12 hours they had to be here. It was the coldest, most dangerous place in the bunker.


    The huge metal door began to lift. It screeched and squealed, telling everyone an entrance was opening.


    “Activating the guns.” The guard on the right hit buttons on the wall keypad.


    The other guard got ready to fire. The computer controls were no longer perfectly accurate from lack of satellite updates. The earth shifted a bit each year. It made the older technology unreliable in some ways.


    Nancy and her crew didn’t react. The guards would cover their exit so they didn’t have to waste ammunition, but each of them was ready to defend against whatever came. All seven women now had their hair and faces covered in thick hats and masks that only revealed eager eyes. They were layered in clothes and kits. They were prepared for the outside.


    The door made it half way up and creaked to a loud stop.


    Nancy sighed. “Let’s go.” She rolled the bike forward and tilted it, sliding under while pulling hard. She rolled forward and kicked the bike to life.


    Her crew followed, having no trouble copying her example.


    The rear of the bunker sat along a river. The rest was surrounded by a frozen, wide yard and a thick line of moldy woods where scavengers often camped in hopes of grabbing those who emerged. Those woods were littered in bodies and bones.


    Shadowy forms flew toward them from the tree line.


    The starving males were ill and weak. They wouldn’t be taken in as slaves, but Nancy still didn’t think the two guards on this door could handle them. Only a few of the 300 women here knew how to fight. If a real army came, defense would be up to the bunker guns and the magic users Marcella had been collecting.


    “Shut the door!”


    “It’s not responding!”


    The guards were panicking.


    “Kill them all.” Nancy slowed as she pulled her rifle and began picking off the threats. Her daughter was inside. She wasn’t moving until the door closed.


    Her crew did the same. Loud gunshots filled the air as the door finally began to shut, moving incredibly slow.


    Nancy spotted a glint of metal in the tree line. She used her scope and narrowed in. Very few people had ammunition left after so long. They had to be eliminated.


    Nancy snapped off two fast shots. A body fell in the woods. No one heard it.


    She reloaded to help her crew, but it wasn’t needed.


    The door clanged shut. Silence echoed.


    Nancy holstered her rifle in the bike pouch and rolled forward, enjoying the purring between her legs. I might like the bike after all. She gunned it, shooting forward without checking to see if her crew was ready. She flew toward the trees. A few seconds later, she rolled over the body of the man she’d shot. Guess that answers that old riddle. She snickered to herself and kept going.


    Her crew caught up quickly. Some of them grinned at the feel of being outside even though damp drizzle was coating the area. The mud splatters and loud engines added to the excitement. Their adventure was underway. For this moment, they were happy.


    Nancy took them straight to an old cabin near the bunker that used to belong to a groundskeeper. She rode straight through the entrance. The missing door made it easy. She spun into the rear room and came back out, stopping near the wall to clear room for her crew.


    Challenged without words to do the same, her girls copied and lined up along the two front walls. When Nancy killed her engine and left the bike, so did they.


    The cottage was missing a wall, as well as parts of the roof, creating damp, snowy spots on the rotting floors. Nancy climbed the short steps to the second floor and went to the single warped table. She began pulling items from her pockets. “We roll out in five minutes. Memorize this map and tell me what you know about the area.”


    Her crew gathered around the table, eager to see exactly where they were going.


    Trisha pointed at the town with the X. “I grew up a mile from there. This map doesn’t have the radio station, but the rest of it looks right.”


    Robin pointed. “That creek is narrow. No problem to cross it on bikes or foot.” She smiled at Nancy. “It might even be solid now.”


    The temperatures were hovering around the freezing point. A few more degrees might see all shallow waterways frozen by the time they arrived.


    Nancy made notes on the map. She wasn’t familiar with the area. “Keep going.”


    “There are three tall buildings we can use as sniper positions.” Trisha pointed again. “That one has a flat top floor where we can see everything in the town. If something moves, we’ll know.”


    “What about defenses?”


    Trisha frowned. “Other than what they might have built, I doubt it has any. There aren’t even any fences except around the farms on the eastern side. No bases, no guard stations, no known defenses.”


    “Best place to attack from?”


    Trisha looked at Robin.


    Robin shrugged. “Straight down the front, but I expect them to have that covered.”


    “Agreed.” Trisha held the map in place as a stiff breeze blew through the rotting cottage. “If we come in by the least likely way, we may catch her off guard.”


    “Always assume that’s not possible. You’ll live longer.” Nancy studied the map harder. “Is it flat? Are there a lot of homes and businesses?”


    “Yes, in the center, but the town is surrounded by hills.” Trisha frowned at the scold. “And it’s always possible to catch someone off guard. We just need to know the target well enough to predict their moves.”


    Nancy rolled the map and put it away without replying. Her crew would soon understand their target wasn’t a scared male or some BLM agent who’d gone rogue. She went back down to the first floor and pissed in the closet.


    Trisha and Robin exchanged leery glances, but they didn’t speak their concerns. They were willing to trust their new leader until she screwed up. When that happened, she would be replaced and her body would be dumped on the side of an apocalyptic road.


    “One minute.”


    Nancy’s call brought them all downstairs.


    Nancy straddled the bike. When she kicked it into gear and rolled out, they were right behind her.


    Nancy thought of only her target now and what a capture could lead to. You should have stayed with me, Adrian. Now, your eldest daughter will pay the price for that choice.
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    “Are we really staying here?”


    Alexa and the others looked over at Jacob with pointed stares or frowns.


    The rookie dropped his head back to his bible. “Just asking.”


    Alexa rose from David’s wide back. “Your turn.”


    “Yes!” Jacob hurried over. He removed his shirt and dropped face down onto the warm couch that David had just left.


    The rest of her crew went back to what they’d been doing, except for David. He replaced his shirt and headed for the bedrolls near the fire. “Goodnight.” Her back rub had let him relax enough to rest.


    Edward rolled a smoke, also relaxed. Alexa’s hands and elbows had worked out the knot in his spine and given him time to think. He was now eager for the battle she’d set up, but not in an angry way.


    Billy kept cleaning his guns. He’d broken them all apart on the floor in front of him, mind at peace. He was scarred, but time with Alexa and his team had convinced him that he could live with it and go on. He was still as willing to be with her, with them, as he had been in the beginning.


    Daniel and Mark were on duty, with one at the front door and one at the rear. They listened to the others, and to Alexa, but they watched the landscape through the windows. There was no way to know how soon the first threats would arrive.


    Jacob groaned as Alexa’s hot hands found the sore spot along his spine and began working it out. “That is so good!”


    Alexa was aroused from rubbing on her men for hours. She pressed close to Jacob’s warm body and whispered in his ear.


    Jacob immediately rolled over, keeping her in place with one hand while the other balanced them. He stared up at her approving expression, leer stretching his lips.


    Alexa began to rock. Jacob’s body hardened. He held her hips as she unbuttoned her shirt.


    The other men kept busy, but their eyes strayed to the couple repeatedly, enjoying the show and the vibes.


    Outside, shadows moved away. Rain fell harder on furry bodies and on empty homes that hadn’t held life since the war. Above the small town, the radio tower light glowed in the dreary darkness.


    Mark turned his back to the couch so he didn’t get distracted. He saw Daniel do the same and approved. Alexa’s sounds easily sent a man’s mind to more pleasurable activities. That moan! Mark smiled. It was amazing how she managed to keep them from all being jealous.


    Daniel was thinking the same thing. He hadn’t had a private moment with her in a while. Neither had David, but it had been the longest for Jacob. She was very good at sensing which of them most needed her physical attention.


    “Oh, God!”


    Daniel chuckled at Jacob’s stunned noise. He hadn’t heard a zipper, but he knew that reaction for what it was. Jacob was deep inside her while she rode. There was no better feeling. Except maybe killing, Daniel amended. And she always gives us plenty of that.


    Mark scanned their surroundings again, not feeling a threat. It seemed wrong somehow after all the battles and surprises, but he wasn’t restless for a change. I might be ready to settle in for the winter this time. It was a relief. The last time they’d tried, all of them had still been too wound up for it. Billy’s capture and the trek to rescue him had provided every bit of the danger they’d still been craving. Does that mean we’re actually tired of it for a while? Mark shrugged. Unlikely, but anything’s possible.


    “Harder!”


    Six male bodies twitched at her raspy order. Three of them looked over to find Jacob pinching her nipples while thrusting up into her. Alexa’s hand between her legs stilled. Her body arched as she climaxed.


    Jacob groaned as he joined her, spasms rocking them together. “I love you!”


    All their witnesses tensed, not sure how she would take that. They’d all wanted to say it at one time or another, but they feared her reaction.


    Alexa shuddered. “Say it again!”


    Jacob twitched, hands holding her tight. “I love you, Alexa. I always will.”


    She smiled, leaning down. “I love you, too.” She kissed him, riding the waves.


    And now we know. Mark laughed at himself for not having the courage to do that. It took a rookie to let us know she needs that.


    Alexa curled against Jacob’s chest as they recovered, in no hurry to move.


    Jacob held her tight, the way she liked, and drifted off.


    Alexa enjoyed the feeling. Her mind wasn’t racing with plans and she felt wanted. It was enough.


    David watched them from the bedroll. He’d been drawn from dozing by the sounds and by her begging. He caught Billy’s eye and made a motion.


    Billy chuckled, nodding. Yes, it was okay for them to say that now. Jacob’s bravery, or mindless emotions in the heat of passion, had just cleared another fear they’d all carried about getting too close to her or letting her know how deeply they’d all been affected on this trip.


    David rolled over and allowed himself to sleep.


    Billy reassembled his guns in quick, practiced movements, hearing the rain increase.


    Edward tossed him the smoke.


    Billy finished it.


    No one spoke. None of them wanted to ruin the good mood. They all knew this wasn’t likely to happen again for a while. They’d been taught to soak up these moments for as long as they lasted.


    Edward leaned his head against the chair, body softening, mind fading. This is almost too good to be true.


    Alexa sighed deeply. It sounded satisfied, happy.


    It is too good
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