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  The Quest

 

 

They came from the west,

Seven fighters to the end.

One fierce blonde warrior,

Leading six hardass men.

 

Through magic and death,

Demons and fire,

Clever ambushes,

And nature’s ire.

 

Stand in their way,

Nothing will.

Bone dust or bullets,

To pay the bill.

 

Through now decayed cities,

Filled with nightmares,

Following a path,

Forgotten over the years.

 

Looking for a place of change,

Of safety and light,

Striving for honor,

And American might.

 

Wrapped in the horror,

Lucky to be alive,

Blessed and cursed,

How many will survive?


  
    ​

    Chapter One


    The First of Six


    Lexington, Utah


    April 2016


     


     


     


    1


    A lone woman limped into the border town on a sunless morning, long years after the nuclear world war that returned humanity to the dark ages. In front of her, the last outpost within 100 miles beckoned like a flame. Behind her, the shimmering green sky overtop dusty wastelands rolled closer in a devious illusion.


    Lexington consisted of two dozen rickety homes and half as many store tents lining the unforgiving road that gouged its way through the brutally arid terrain. It was large by the standards of Afterworld.


    Only stunned merchants saw the woman limping steadily toward them. Coming from the west, where even the hardest of men vanished, the merchants expected only walking dead or worse. That was the reason for the chemical barrier around the border town, but the smoke had no effect on the female as she stepped through it. She didn’t scream in pain or burst into flames.


    The lanky blonde was filthy, covered in glowing desert dust, and her hardened face said she’d been to hell during her lifetime–likely, more than once. A Colt .45 slung low on each slender hip supported that impression, as did her torn, tacky pant leg. The horrors that fate had delivered to her in the wastelands clearly hadn’t been easy to survive.


    Shaking off the shock to vie for the woman’s business, the merchants moved toward her with greedy eagerness.


    Stopping, Alexa’s hands slid to those gritty Colts, and her frosted blue eyes blazed with heat.


    The half dozen sly puppets immediately paused in fear and confusion. Guns made the law in Afterworld and she obviously knew how to use hers.


    Seconds more of this set stance from the woman found the thieves banished back to their stoops and flaps. She had items for trade, and the anger to punish those who tried to take advantage, but these vultures weren’t worth a lesson. Border towns were as rare as the Caravan stores and twice as soulless. If she fell, these men would not offer help, only an attack. Alexa would never willingly haggle with their like. She spent her dust with those who were worthy, those who deserved the patronage. The rest were no better than animals.


    Before the war, Alexa had stayed away from other people, but there was a feeling of something being in Lexington that she needed. Someone crucial to her quest was here and that feeling of importance said they couldn’t be found in any other place.


    Slap! Slap!


    A tattered American symbol flying over one of the smallest stores drew the woman. She turned that way with a smoothness not impeded by her injury, ignoring the hawkers and their instant, impotent outrage. Her boots made no noise on the dirt hardpan as she headed for the fluttering flag. The decoration was the equivalent of suicide for a business owner, proclaiming them to honor the old ways that had destroyed so much. Alexa instantly respected the one who had put it there. Love of country was part of what she’d come for, as was courage.


    Before she reached the battered green canvas under the flag, the tent flap opened. A cloaked man of tall stature and wide shoulders stepped into the bracing wind. The sense of being pulled here faded.


    He’s the one.


    This merchant didn’t rush to be useful. He kept his hooded head bowed in respect. When he only waited patiently, Alexa was instantly comforted. He wasn’t a vulture like the others here and he was strong. She could feel it emanating from his form in thick, healthy waves.


    She looked toward his store.


    The merchant immediately held the flap open for her, moving with a casual grace that she admired.


    Alexa stepped inside with a hand still resting on one of her Colts as a warning to those watching with heated glares. Having one old world supporter in town was an annoyance. Two was a threat. It impressed her that they had allowed this seller to stay. In the other places she’d been since the end of the world, flying the red, white, and blue caused an instant battle to be survived. It said a lot about the man now closing out the dust with a light hand on the zipper.


    Alexa evaluated the layout of the small store in seconds, marking neat displays of handmade firearms and bins of ammunition. Since the war, life anywhere depended on guns and the men to use them. All of her crew would be gunslingers. This hard loner was the first.


    Edward kept a clear distance, able to feel the woman evaluating him, determining his worth. Would he finally be rescued from the self-imposed prison he’d created? Can my real life begin now?


    He slid the hood back, exposing black waves and a face roughened by the brutal sun. “May I offer you a drink?”


    Alexa studied him. The man was clearly no stranger to survival. It was evident in the cold eyes that watched her, expecting trouble, but also in how his hand stayed near the 9mm on his hip. He had the fighter’s steel that she needed, but would he kill for her? This would be no short, easy quest.


    Edward looked back just as intently. Tall, with uncountable blonde braids falling into thick ponytails that hung to her hips, the wide forehead and that crooked nose fit with those remorseless blue eyes. However, the gentle curve of her jaw and delicate arch of brows hinted at a softer side he thought few were probably lucky enough to know. The merchant suddenly wanted to be counted as one of them.


    “I have no thirst…only a hunger.”


    Her raspy voice rolled through the canvas like a match across sandpaper, snagging, bringing heat. Edward’s tone deepened. “What would please you, mistress?”


    That one word sent a short-lived smile across her weathered lips. “To be a man up when I leave this place.” Alexa took a step closer, not caring about the occasional scarlet drop still trailing from her leg. “Do you have a mind to fill that need?”


    Edward nodded slowly, heart thumping with anxiety that didn’t bleed through his tones. “Aye. Only ghosts hold me here.”


    “Bones are to be buried, not brought along for this quest! I need men, fighters.”


    Edward felt her strength then, and the dark, endless well in his heart began to fill with hope. She sounded like a true leader. “Aye. I am that.”


    The woman hardened herself against the silent pleading in his body language. “Where do your loyalties lie?”


    His answer came instantly. “With America.”


    “As do mine.” Alexa went on before he could make the mistake of questioning her words, of asking for proof. “I offer no pay, no promises. I will not swear to protect your life.”


    “I don’t expect it.” Edward’s voice was surprisingly bitter, considering how much he wanted to leave this place behind. Many people now started dangerous trips, but few survived long enough to see them through. “The quest above all else. I know the code.”


    Satisfied the merchant really did (his tone said he had also made a trip through hell) Alexa asked the required questions quickly. “You’d go where I do? Obey me?”


    Edward didn’t consider refusing, not with her vibrant sense of authority now filling his canvas. “I would, and you have my thanks for asking.”


    “It’s my honor, Horseman. You are the one called that?”


    “I was.”


    Alexa extended a scarred hand, head swimming with exhaustion. The battle in the desert had drained the small bits of energy she’d managed to glean since escaping the government bunker. She needed this part over with so she could recharge.


    Edward let his big hand move toward hers. His reputation had grown if she’d tracked him down from inside the wastelands by that name. He hadn’t been called such since before the war, when his nature had gone from protector to life taker.


    Alexa pulled hard as they touched, drawing energy. Willing killer or not, she needed him in more ways than just the obvious.


    She’s a magic user! Edward stiffened, but didn’t protest. Her drawing was the feel of icy water on exposed skin, followed by the searing heat of flames. Sulphur and rose scents filled his nose.


    He’d felt her calling out in need, even before seeing her. It had brought him from his tent when little else did. Edward shuddered as the heat increased.


    Alexa let go and staggered to her knees as his energy began to merge with her own. She mentally directed it toward her wounds. Her ways were different, even for Afterworld, but she waited for his reaction without concern. He wanted to be free of this place, this life. His silence was screaming it. She doubted he would pass up the opportunity. Many creatures more dangerous than her roamed man’s roads now. Magic was easy enough to accept in comparison to monsters.


    Thankfully, the rest of this apocalyptic land was slowly coming to the same conclusion. Though still shunned, magic users were no longer being driven out of the scattered groups of refugees–unlike in the beginning, when the war had first allowed nightmares to become reality. In this new world, one such as her could be useful depending upon what battle for survival was being fought, and the price, of course. Nothing was free now, and certainly not the talents that she had to offer.


    Head bowed, trembling, Alexa’s breathless rasp was still one of power. “I give you one chance to back out…to live. After this, only bullets come to those who leave my side before the quest is finished.”


    Edward didn’t doubt her words “That’s clear enough.”


    Alexa heard his light steps moving away, but she still didn’t look up. She wasn’t sure that she could yet. She needed at least five minutes to recharge. That amount of time had almost cost her the quest more than once. One of those mistakes had come recently, leaving her with a slug in her thigh and rage in her heart. Regan would pay for his good aim. So would his one-eyed boss.


    Despite the merchant’s respectfulness, Alexa tensed as Edward returned. His boots stopped by her head. They were sturdy, made to endure this rugged land as much as their owner was.


    A fur blanket dropped over her shoulders an instant later.


    “Mmm...” Alexa closed her eyes in bliss at the warmth. It was so cold in the desert!


    Her moan sent a flare of want into Edward’s gut. He quickly moved back. He’d lost his submissive wife in the war, but this was no cheap slam to be ridden and escaped afterward. This woman was lethal.


    I’ll die on her quest. Edward was suddenly sure of it. He should send her away… “I have a room empty.”


    Her raspy chuckle in response tugged on his gentle side. Many seasons had passed since Edward had heard amusement, and even longer since he’d been the one to cause it. His presence usually only brought scorn or bloodshed.


    “A canvas room is always empty.”


    Edward snorted at the military joke. “So it is, lady, but mine lies under our feet.”


    Alexa grunted her consent, but she didn’t move from the warmth of the fur. His energy was repairing, aiding, strengthening, and it hurt. Her lifeforce was very defensive.


    Sensing her weakness, Edward knelt. “May I?”


    She grunted again, head still bowed. “My permission and my gratitude. It was a long trip out.”


    “You came from the radiation zone?”


    “More than one.” Alexa flashed to the battle she had clearly lost control of. The tremor storm had saved her, but it hadn’t left enough bodies. Even now, Corbin and Regan were likely on the way here. They wouldn’t find her underground, though. She was thankful again for this merchant’s defiant sign. The tattered flag said more about him than the neatness of his store or the very low prices chalked on the board over a thin wooden counter.


    Steeling himself to the feel of her, Edward lifted the woman carefully but without hesitation. It wasn’t the first time he had shared his energy, though it hadn’t felt nearly as intense before. He wasn’t comfortable with magic users, but he didn’t hate or fear them. Since the war, everything had changed–even reality. Adapting was the key to survival.


    Using his feet to open the cover to his hideout, Edward was aware that she was judging his value even as he gave aid. He had expected to dislike whoever finally saw his worth. There were few happy endings to journeys like these, but instead, he found his heart eager to serve. Edward frowned. When did death become so mundane to me? Since the war and the aftermath that had turned him into a murderer, there was no mistaking the feel.


    Alexa tensed upon seeing the open hole in the parched dirt. She’d escaped the government compound, but she wasn’t free. Corbin would never give up the hunt and because of his connections, killing him wasn’t an option. He knew where the kids were, where they would be in the future. Until she had another way to locate them, that one-eyed bastard had a pass on her wrath. Regan, his henchman, did not.


    The need to comfort the trembling woman made Edward hurry carefully into the darkness. “Half a minute and then we’ll have light.”


    Edward immediately cursed himself for putting an exact time on it, then felt his lips curl in disdain. Time means nothing now.


    The man didn’t fumble or feel weak as he moved down the ladder. Alexa allowed herself a rare moment of comfort. Eyes closing, she burrowed against his thick chest like a lover. His clean, musky smell was tempting, but she didn’t draw more energy. Where they were going, he would have need of it. Another of her fighters was begging to be saved, but before that, some of the government’s other captives would be set free. She would live with that guilt no longer.


    The darkness was complete as he pulled the lid closed and drew a deadbolt that didn’t echo due to a light touch. Those outside would think they were still bartering, in one form or another. Unless they knew of this hole, then blood might spill. It was a risk to let this stranger take her below the ground, but that’s all life was anyway–a risk.


    The steps went on for what seemed like much longer, but by her count, they were on solid ground before the 30-second mark.


    “Lights.”


    At his call, a dim blue glow brightened the dank cavern that was really a half-collapsed section of the huge bunker that edged this town. Filled with long dried mud that had leveled the walls in places, it was an enormous room with dark doorways and tunnels leading to all ends of the abandoned complex. One small side was nearly pristine. Edward headed that way.


    The other side was like looking through a museum window at a display from the war. There were rusted guns and shell casings, and even mildewed red smears on artwork dotted by black mold crawling up seams and sills. There were also graying bones in the corner, but it wouldn’t bother Alexa to sleep here. This was just another relic from the old world–one that she’d seen too many times to fear.


    Stacks of cobwebbed machines lining the room winked in the soft glow as Alexa turned her attention to what lay above. The panels of lights and maps faded into sleep mode as she watched.


    Alexa felt respect for his ingenuity. He had gotten some of the old technology to work. She grinned. “Clever. I am in great need of that skill.”


    Edward opened his mouth, then closed it. He already liked her praise.


    Aware of his response, Alexa leaned a bit deeper into his warm embrace, testing his character. Her lips brushed his jaw. “Would you have your service repaid in such a manner?”


    If he chose that trade, she would honor it–she found him pleasing enough–but she would leave him here come dawn.


    Alexa was gently held back and then lowered to a half-filled air mattress near the steps. For an instant, there was the sense of his body about to follow hers down and then she was alone on the neatly made pallet.


    “I’d talk about it another time...” Edward moved back another step. “But Afterworld demands debts are settled while both people are alive, so here’s what I need. Do we fight for New America? I can give everything to that.”


    Braced, Edward waited for the scorn and mockery those words usually brought. Someone who could control horses through the violent weather was much sought after, but being a patriot was not.


    Alexa understood what wasn’t said. Would-be masters came asking for him, as she may have had to if not for the flag, but once inside, his loyalties became clear and he was refused. Especially by the women, who were more than half of the leaders she had come across since the war, but also by the few men still trying to gather an army to protest that shift in power.


    Her hand tensed automatically as she answered. “I seek those who came before us.”


    Edward’s eyes widened. That legend was one he had soaked up eagerly. To think there was another life to be had, a second chance, no matter who you were before, or what you’d done, was all he’d dreamed of for years. He stared in shock. “I’ll owe you.”


    Alexa leaned back onto the pallet. Almost clean, the smell of it wasn’t one that she would mind on her skin. “Why is that?”


    “Because I’d die in Safe Haven or trying to prove that it exists!”


    The woman nodded, warming to him. “You shall get your chance. We both shall.” Too weary to resist the exhaustion, her eyes closed. “I’m Alexa.”


    “Edward. May I see to your wound?”


    “Yes.” Satisfied, the leader gave her first fighter a stunning smile, sending him to his knees in dazed awe. Her pleasure was designed to draw, to unite. Normally used for ties with a mate, she was employing it to bind fighters to her for the quest. Where Adrian Mitchel led, Safe Haven followed. The same was true of his only daughter.


     


     


    2


    Shortly after he began to pry the bullet from her pale, perfectly scarred thigh, Alexa passed out. Edward was glad. She’d made little sound, other than to quiz him on the things she saw in the room, the technology that he’d brought back to life. She was strong, more so than any of those who’d come before.


    Edward searched himself and found no revulsion at the thought of serving a female. He’d already sensed the end that was waiting, but in time, he might be willing to die for her.


    “Tell me how you came to be here.”


    He hadn’t known she had woken, but to his credit, Edward controlled a flinch of surprise. “As we eat.”


    They were in the soft, blue glow of the cobwebbed ceiling lights now. His store above them was closed for the evening. There were hours to kill before dawn brought a start to their journey together and even the distant drip of water in the darkness was slow. In Afterworld, when nighttime fell over this dead land, time became longer.


    Alexa pushed up to sit against the wall as Edward drew their dinner from a sweetly steaming pot that had once been a large coffee can. There were a variety of soothing noises down here, from the gentle crackle of the fire he had rigged to blow out of a vent miles from here, to the soft hum of the machinery running the lights. His things were few and neat, ready to be grabbed, and she counted no less than three other exits besides the stairs she’d been brought down. It was a nearly flawless hole up. Was he really the perfect hired hand that he appeared to be?


    Making little noise, Edward handed her a plate-sized serving platter with three small bowls and a cup of what looked like milk. He moved back to collect his own meal as she sampled the food warily.


    “Mmm...”


    Her low groan of pleasure made Edward look toward her in need.


    Alexa was impressed with his self-control when he stopped, then went back to collecting his own bowls. Descendants were hard to resist.


    “I call it swill.”


    Alexa snorted, scooping a larger bite of the slightly garlicky stew. “‘Tis pig, after all.”


    Edward was glad she understood the main ingredient. Many people now refused to eat pork. Swine flu treatments were long gone, but the nasty beasts were abundant. Their ability to eat almost anything was both the source of their survival and the revulsion of most survivors. For a long while, human carrion had been the only readily available food source for nature.


    Alexa watched him settle a few feet away, noting the strength of his body, the ebony glow of his hair in the light. He would be a solid hand when trained. Even now, he was a good addition.


    “The draft brought me here from Colorado. This is part of the bunker we were held in.”


    He didn’t pray before eating. Alexa hadn’t expected him to. She doubted he’d believed in a long time. That was another thing all of her crew would probably have in common. She speared one of the potato-like lumps in the second bowl.


    After a quick chew and swallow, Edward continued with his story. “There were a lot of us, too many for them to keep feeding. Six months after the war, regulations changed. If we could prove we had kids that we would return to, we could go.”


    Another bite and swallow, this one to smother his anger before his deep voice went on. “I was only married, so not eligible. I killed a guard, took his keys, and let the other four barracks of draftees out.”


    Alexa jabbed another creamy bite, stomach growling. “The bunker was breached?”


    “By those I set loose. Afterward, they sacked the closest towns, killing, raping, burning. Lexington was the only one to rebuild.”


    Alexa met his eyes pointedly. “Why didn’t they end you for it when they found out? Why do they tolerate even the sight of you here?”


    His lined face flushed at the brutal honesty, but he didn’t look away. “Because there are only a few of them still alive who know, and I’m very, very good with my guns.”


    Alexa’s lips curled upward. “Is that so?”


    Edward went back to his meal without repeating or even confirming.


    Pleased, she forked a yellow tidbit in the last bowl. “Go on.”


    Alexa delighted in the taste of vanilla and crushed pineapple with brown sugar. He either had a good stock or knew where supplies were. That might come in handy.


    “I went home first, as many of us eventually did, but my old life had been murdered. I came back here and opened a store with the things I’d gathered.”


    “Why return to the scene?”


    Edward answered with an openness that hid nothing. “I had hoped there would be someone here who could kill me for my crime.”


    “And after you realized they could not?”


    Edward’s tone deepened into the misery that had been pulling her to this place, to his tent. “In time, I thought maybe I would find the courage to do what they couldn’t.”


    “I will give you new ways, new hopes.” Alexa’s words rang in the chilly air. “Will you swear yourself to me?”


    Edward smiled slightly at the official offer. “I was yours the instant you chose my flag over everyone else.”


     


     


    3


    Alexa jerked awake in the darkness, instinct telling her danger was close. She looked around to find Edward heading up the steps.


    He cast a slightly curious look over his shoulder as he blended into the shadows, but he didn’t presume to tell her what to do.


    Alexa quickly gathered her things, pleased with her first fighter. She assumed it was government rats now stomping through Edward’s store. She had left loose ends in the desert. When she’d escaped Corbin’s control, she had been tracked, but she’d stayed underground to remain out of their reach. Being spotted out of her hole up had been an accident.


    Voices echoed down the stairs as she moved on a leg that was nearly healed thanks to the vibrant energy of her host. She judged the time to be just before the dawn’s ugly break that would have woken her naturally.


    Louder, angry words echoed now. Alexa stilled as rage flared. One of those voices was familiar, loathed. She’d thought to sneak away, but it wasn’t a scouting party. Regan was up there. I’m not leaving without spilling his blood!


    Alexa pulled herself onto the ladder and began to climb.


     


    “Where is she?”


    Standing behind the thin counter, Edward kept his tone even. “The woman left last night after buying ammo.” He waved a hand at the rack he had emptied into his bag while closing the store. “She went south.”


    Four of the soldiers stomped around, poking boxes and bins, turning over crates.


    Their leader, a redhead with a fresh scar on his neck and a mean twist to his lips, pointed toward the hole they’d seen him emerge from. “What’s down there?”


    “My cellar.”


    Martial Law hadn’t been revoked. It made dealing with soldiers awkward. It was almost impossible to know if they were real or impostors, but it didn’t matter this time. Edward hated these men on sight. He was already sure they were the ones who’d shot Alexa.


    “Search it.”


    “No.” Edward’s voice was like stone.


    A bit intimidated, the four soldiers looked to their leader.


    Regan felt the challenge and sauntered closer. They’d followed their prey by common sense. This was the only outpost within 100 miles and Alexa needed to regain her energy. She had to be close.


    Regan studied the merchant, looking for telltale signs. He saw deep bags under the man’s eyes and a pulse that pounded slightly faster than was normal due to a low energy bank being refreshed. Yes, she’d taken from him. So why wasn’t this man a pile of bones like the others they’d found? Regan stepped closer, jealousy flaring. “You’d deny a government search?”


    Edward grunted “I’ll let you know when I see government. They bring papers.”


    Which wasn’t always true, but the insult was clear enough. Edward watched the guard’s eyes narrow without worry. The redhead wore the weapons of a fighter, but the fit was awkward. It wasn’t something that could be said of himself. His own guns were an extension of his hands and always ready for use.


    “We’re going to search it.” Regan glared. “If you interfere, I’ll shoot you.”


    Edward sensed Alexa listening from the open hatch. He felt her agreeing with how he wanted to handle the situation. Edward glared in warning, eager to show his new mistress a bit of his talents. “You can try. You can also die.”


    “Deal.” Regan went for his gun. The soldiers with him did the same.


    “Down!”


    Edward hit the floor at her order, not needing to draw his own gun as Alexa’s Colts crashed.


    Her first two shots were the best, hitting three of the men. One was Regan, though he was saved from death only by the smallest of flinches. The slug plunged through his arm and punched a hole in the tent. Her other bullet went through two necks within an instant of each other, killing the soldiers it hit.


    Regan returned fire wildly in surprise, sending a bullet into the tent floor near the cellar entrance. “Get her!”


    Beside him, the two remaining soldiers darted forward.


    Alexa fired again, sending them into the side of the tent with gaping holes in their foreheads. The tent teetered from the weight, ripping at the seam. Gusts of sand flew into the canvas.


    Edward was amazed. Five seconds and five bodies…except one of them wasn’t dead yet.


    Alexa didn’t come out. Edward followed her lead, staying behind the counter. He did draw his gun.


    Regan crouched behind an overturned display, cursing his choice to come in before support arrived. Commander Corbin had said it was okay to grab her if Regan thought he could. That one-eyed man was on the way, but it would be too late. There was only one thing to try–the truth. “We have your brother.”


    Silence…


    “He was in Ocean City, waiting for someone.”


    Alexa surprised both men by answering. “You know who he waits for.”


    Regan grimaced, shifting his gun to his uninjured hand. All bunker guards were required to shoot well with both. “Yes, but you’re not going to make it to Safe Haven, are you?”


    “Perhaps I’ll go further than your narrow mind can accept.”


    “We’ll never let you bring Adrian back! If he comes here, Corbin will slaughter every child we hold!”


    Edward felt the air thicken. Death was sweeping their way again.


    “Why does it matter to you, killer of the innocent? He won’t keep you around so long as that.” Alexa laughed harshly. “You have no value.”


    “I will when I bring you in!”


    “You can try, and you can die.”


    Enraged, Regan charged the hole.


    Bang!


    Alexa watched her enemy fall with satisfaction blazing across her cheeks. For his crimes, Regan deserved worse than a fast bullet to the throat, but it was still sweet. She’d hoped he was dead from the tremor trap she’d set, but the scar on his neck said he’d had a narrow escape.


    She holstered as voices came from outside the tent. The gunfire was bringing the townspeople, the next danger.


    Edward spun for a corner, grabbing the two large kits he’d made while she slept. He slung one over each shoulder while moving back toward the den. “Coming down.”


    “Clear.”


    He moved swiftly, landing a second after she did. “Front path!”


    A row of blue lights came to life at his command, showing the exit he wanted.


    Alexa memorized it, glad of the mental map he’d given her.


    The lights went out; her eagle eyes saw him grab two more bags, then head for the exit.


    “They’re coming.” Edward moved faster.


    Alexa followed, listening to the angry, worried mutters of the merchants above them who were discovering the bodies. The surviving government was brutal. Hours from now, only tumbleweeds would remain in Lexington.


    Edward noticed that she followed him silently, not even shifting gravel despite the darkness and unknown terrain. A wave of excitement rose in his heart. He was glad she couldn’t see his face right now. She wanted only cool control. She didn’t need to see how openly happy he was. His second chance, his real life, had begun!


    Alexa smiled indulgently in the dark, estimating that they would travel half a day in these tunnels before he led them to light. He obviously knew them well. She turned her attention to the next part of the quest, content to let him lead. Come daybreak, that would change.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Exploits
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    Edward and Alexa emerged from the reeking ground almost 11 hours after the map winked off. The dimly fading sunlight was a secret relief. Man wasn’t meant to live under the ground. They’d both felt that clearly while listening to the angry earth rumble and mutter around them as they took a break for rest and food.


    Eager to be back in the light, the sight of their company as they emerged was not welcome. Snakes, some the size of the decaying trees, were spread out over the rocks and boulders that lined the entrance. They were trapped.


    Alexa pulled a plan from her bag of tricks, and slowly drew the crossbow from her belt. She motioned to Edward. They carefully eased back inside the shadows of the dank cave.


    Alexa knelt, adding and then baiting a string with a shiny lure. She didn’t hesitate to fire it after only a bare glance for aim.


    The arrow sailed from her crossbow, shooting out into the dim sky with a whistle that drew attention.


    Unlike the juveniles who made a mad dash while hissing and snapping at each other, the larger snakes watched it start to fall, estimating, before they slithered toward it.


    Alexa made a quick gesture that Edward couldn’t mistake as she headed for the entrance. She jumped up the side of the stone like a cat, and he followed, being as quiet as he could. He hated snakes even more than wolves.


    Alexa took them toward the top, never pausing in her footing. They were 50 feet up before she stopped to look down. Seeing movement at the base of the cliff, she immediately resumed climbing.


    Edward was careful to place his bigger feet where hers had been. Without being told, the man knew she was also picking the ledges with his weight in mind. The beginnings of real trust started to grow.


    Alexa paused, scowling. “They’re coming.”


    Looking down, Edward couldn’t see anything.


    Alexa dug one-handed through her kit while holding onto the ledge. “From the inside.”


    He could feel it as soon as she said it. The stone vibrated under his hands as the reptiles slid through the gaps and crevices, shifting smaller rubble. They were right behind these walls.


    “This is your first test. It’s a bit rougher than I had planned to start you with, so watch me closely and continue to live your new, real life.” Alexa tied a thick rope around her waist, one with a small, hard knot at the other end, which she tossed to him.


    Edward caught it awkwardly in his surprise. Had she pulled that from his thoughts? How powerful was she?


    Edward did better with the rope already around his own waist, only needing the hand knot and the throw back so they were connected by two ropes.


    “Slack is the key.” Alexa got set. “Stand pat while I jump.”


    Edward started to wrap the hand knot tighter and stopped, searching for better footing instead. At that point, she began jumping and his grip on the rope was unbreakable.


    Alexa swung a leg out to stop and landed gracefully on a nearby ledge.


    “Shit!”


    She looked back to see the stone under Edward’s feet crumbling, hungry fangs lunged.


    “That’s mine!” She snapped the rope backward, hard.


    It pulled Edward off the edge and out of reach.


    Alexa’s arms bulged with straining muscles as she guided the falling man to the ledge below her.


    Edward caught himself and remembered to breathe.


    “Ready?”


    He nodded, heart not quite steady. He braced as she jumped again.


     


    It was exhausting, but effective. Fifteen minutes later, they were around the side of the granite cliff. It would take weeks for the hungry reptiles to get through the mountain and at least two days to go around.


    Alexa began to move them downward, body draped in a fine sheen of sweat. Corbin and his henchmen wouldn’t even be able to see smoke from a fire, thanks to the mountain blocking their view. They would be able to sleep.


    Edward was glad to see flat ground gradually moving closer. His arms were on fire. His back and neck were screaming. Alexa had to be feeling the same or worse, but he didn’t hesitate to jump and let her swing him. She was in the lead now.


     


     


    2


    As evening fell, Alexa and Edward sat in front of a small fire, freshly washed and fed
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