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    ​It came from an island in the south.


    Rage Walkers disease.


    Decimating populations,


    Faster than people could bleed.


     


    Already weakened by a war,


    The infection spread over the ocean.


    It hit American shores,


    And never slowed its ruthless motion.


     


    From anger, to fury, to madness,


    They tore each other apart.


    The few who were spared,


    Had to be smart.


     


    We hid in the hills and the fields.


    Rage Walkers took the cities and mountains.


    We stood as best we knew how.


    Our blood spilled from their fountains.


     


    Already on the edge of collapse,


    Civilization began to slide.


    No one came to help.


    There was no way to stem the tide.


     


    Countries crumbled to ashes.


    The disease continues to spread.


    Safety left and hell abounds.


    Even the descendants dread​


    Rage Walkers.
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     “That was Safe Haven!”


    Vihaan rose from the dying bushes next to the small cabin. The tracker had been watching it for days, drawn by the feel of magic, but that flood of protection from the south was unmistakable. Someone had used a massive shield. The power signature was rippling across the land.


    Vihaan stayed straight as he crossed the backyard, not caring if the family found his tracks or saw him through one of the few windows. His footprints would alert them to predators in the area. If they were smart, they would see the tracks and leave. If they weren’t, Vihaan would have fun after his work in the south was finished. He wanted to know why the family put off a feel of magic. All descendants were supposed to be laboring for the same boss, sent to the international detention center for reeducation, or killed. There were no exceptions.


    The noon sun beat on Vihaan’s white-clad shoulders, bringing a fresh layer of sweat. The temperatures were rising in the south and dropping in the north. He had spent time in both areas over the last weeks, trailing prey, and the only constant here was the wind. It blew in from the west with anger. Vihaan liked that. It reminded him of the winds at home. It was the only thing here that did. Everything else about America was a foreign challenge. I have many tales to tell my family when I return. None of them had the gift. Vihaan had enjoyed that too, though he’d learned they were likely Invisibles who would eventually evolve. It wouldn’t matter. Upon his return, he would be named the head of his family. Then, he would take a wife from a neighboring leader, claim that land, and begin his future in the new world order.


    Click-click!


    The radio in his pocket paused, then clicked three more times.


    Vihaan didn’t answer the alert, though he was certain others in his group would. Everyone within 50 miles had felt the Safe Haven emission. Many of them, unlike himself, would now go south to track it.


    Vihaan went to the small motorbike he’d liberated the day he’d been dropped into infidel country. He fired it up and drove off without worrying over being heard or chased. This area was deserted except for the small cabin with two kids, one mother, and two men both performing roles of husband. Vihaan presumed it was two brothers sharing a family, like his people sometimes did, and approved. When he claimed them, the woman and children would know what was expected. They were the first American family he had witnessed living this way. Maybe I’ll spare the men so they can pass it to those we keep as slaves.


    Vihaan deliberated, then shook his head. No Americans should be spared in the end. The new world was here and those stubborn fighters would never conform. Vihaan respected them even as he hated them.
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    Ciemus


    “We need to go dark and quiet.” Brandon followed the mayor away from the gate. “Angela shouldn’t have brought up the shield. Trackers have this location now.”


    Donna pointed at one of her men and kept walking. “Call the water.”


    Brandon stayed on her heels, confused but curious like all of Safe Haven had been about the water sheltering this town.


    Donna jogged up the stairs and entered her office. She pushed a button on the desk.


    Brandon didn’t hear anything, but he knew the people did. They were running toward the fishing area.


    Donna pointed to her window. “This is the best view of it.”


    Brandon went to the glass, aware of Donna eyeing him as if he were a threat. He could feel her concern about being alone with him, but time would ease that. He’d learned that from watching Angela jump every time a guy tried to make friends. Now, he would die for her and she would die for him. They were Eagles.


    “Are you regretting your decision?” Donna was very perceptive of male moods.


    Brandon sighed, moving the curtain aside. “Not yet.”


    Donna smiled at the cautious tone. “There’s time to catch up.”


    “I have no future with them.” Brandon didn’t want to start his new life here on a lie. “I’m a Mitchel.”


    “Ah.” Donna sat down. “I feel better now.”


    Brandon observed her in the glass. “Why?”


    “Because I knew something was wrong with you even though your leader tried to cover it. This isn’t as bad as I suspected.”


    Brandon chuckled. “I’ve never gotten that response before. Maybe it will work out.”


    Donna pushed the button again. “Providing you remember two things, sir.”


    Brandon saw locals pulling ropes from the water by the wall. “What are those?”


    “We need babies and you’re a Mitchel.”


    Brandon snickered.


    So did Donna, but it was clear from her expression that she meant it.


    Brandon nodded, still laughing. “I’ll do my best to uphold that part of the family reputation.” He waited to hear her response, but the action at the river drew his attention and held it. The water was rising. It spilled over the banks and ran over the boots of the men and women still pulling on the ropes. The locals smiled and chatted as if it wasn’t happening. When the water kept coming, filling spaces and rushing over the ground, Brandon frowned.


    The water covered ankles and then the knees of the pullers. Brandon didn’t witness any shifting in the wall, but it was obviously having an effect as the liquid rushed over the waist high crops, soaking them.


    The people who had been fishing were smiling as the rolling liquid covered their faces.


    “They’ll drown!” Brandon’s mouth dropped open as he realized the locals were covered in a water shield. They were playing in it. “How is that possible?”


    “William made a deal when the war came.” Donna observed him. “We are sheltered, but it’s a small area. To enlarge it would draw attention no matter how high the water gets.”


    “That’s why the walls are muddy even in winter!” Brandon watched as the water submerged the town. It was astounding how fast it happened. “What happens when it reaches the top?”


    “It overflows, of course.” Donna lit a cigarette from her ration. “It covers the land for miles and prevents anyone from catching sight of the wall.”


    “What if they were already in the area?”


    “It flushes them out.”


    “Or drowns them?”


    “Yes. We’ve found bodies of people caught in tents or abandoned homes. Because of that, we ask the water to come during the daylight, so people will have a chance to escape.”


    “Why do you let your enemies escape?”


    “Why do you assume everyone is an enemy?”


    Brandon’s amazement faded. “Because they always turn out to be. I’ve stopped giving people the benefit of the doubt.”


    “William is the opposite.” Donna flipped her ash and stubbed out the cherry. “I’m in the middle. You’ll take Grant’s place and restore the balance that’s been taken.”


    “Why don’t you just go with them?” Brandon turned from the fantastical sight. “The water won’t protect you forever. Someone will make a better deal to wipe you out. Why are you staying?”


    “It’s not something we can explain. You’ll have to experience it.”


    “You mean go out while the water’s up?” Brandon kept his face blank.


    Donna pointed at her doorway, where water was trickling in.


    Brandon hesitated. “I... Am I covered?”


    Donna gave him a pointed look.


    Brandon sighed. “We’ll find out together.”


    Donna nodded, gun coming up from her drawer. “Go cleanse yourself or meet your maker.”


    Brandon flipped the latch on the window. “I’m an Eagle. I was just waiting for orders.”


    Donna sniggered as the man dove off the window ledge. The water rushed over him in giddy welcome. “Should have known. The Mitchels are all special.”


    “Help!”


    Donna shot up and ran into the flooding hall.


    Kevin barreled into her, knocking them both to the ground.


    Donna groaned. “Are you okay?”


    “Hands!” Kevin shoved to his feet as the water advanced, not feeling the bleeding scrape on his arm. “And teeth! In the water!”


    “Damn.” She sat up as the roaring liquid rushed by, chasing the panicking man. “I hate it when this happens.”


    Donna brought her gun up and shot Kevin in the chest.


    “Why...?” The former Eagle staggered, hand coming up.


    The water slammed into his knees, knocking him backwards onto the hall floor.


    Donna was sorry it had come to this. She went into her office and replaced the missing bullet.


    A few seconds later, the water carried Kevin’s body toward the stairs, already shredding it.
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    William snapped awake. He’d fallen asleep while trying not to listen in on Dog’s fatherhood story. William glanced around and found a bored driver, snoozing passengers, and a convoy of people who already felt tired again.


    They were on Interstate 65, in a barren area with few trees or homes. The views were molding weeds and a broken road that didn’t appear to have had traffic at all since the war. The wind blew through the reeds and was lost beneath the rumble of their engines. It was empty here.


    William wasn’t positive what had woken him with panic in his throat and adrenaline pumping through his heart. He sat up to do a deeper scan of their surroundings.


    “It was in Ciemus.” Angela didn’t open her eyes. “You have one less transfer than we counted.”


    William caught the images and grit his teeth. Donna being in danger was terrifying.


    Angela snorted. “She wasn’t.”


    William relaxed, understanding one of Safe Haven’s citizens hadn’t passed the final test. “She’s strict about that.”


    “So are we.” Angela shifted. “We just don’t have the water to make the choice.” Yet, she amended. It was taking all her powers of reasoning to find an answer to that one. “I can have Ivan take you back. He’s restless anyway.”


    William shook his head, feeling better. “No. I’m here until you tell me to go.”


    Listening, Marc frowned when she didn’t tell him it would be soon. He forced it out for a more pleasant image of sailing away without any of the males now competing for Angela’s attention. His behavior said his position might be open, but Marc was down to final options. Angie was his and always would be.


    Angela reached back to clasp hands with him. She refused to read his mind, positive that it would upset her. His bad moods came from one direction now and she didn’t have time for it. The next nine days would be hard and wonderful. They would have moments of glory and they would have deaths. All of it was inevitable. When they finally set sail, most of their troubles would be settled.


    “You promise?” Marc’s fingers tightened on hers.


    Angela nodded. “Yes. As long as you follow through, we’re free. If you weaken, for even an instant, we’re doomed.”


    Comforted, Marc went back to sleep like none of it mattered.


    Angela didn’t. She appeared to drowse while scanning every living thing the convoy passed. If she missed a threat right now, Marc wouldn’t get a chance to enact his plan. A dozen trackers would converge on their convoy and bring refugees along to do the work. I just need a week and then you can all come for us. I’ll be ready.
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     “Should we go south or stay on our own trail?” Hannah looked at her sisters over the tire tracks she’d been studying when the magic blast went over them like ice water.


    Janet shrugged, still kneeling. The foliage here was thick and green, but there were no animals to hunt or smells to chase. They’d been forced to follow tires, the only sign of civilization in this area. They’d been tracking this same print for weeks now. “Up to you guys. Hate to have wasted all this time just to cry off the hunt.”


    Hannah and Tisa snickered. Janet was tenacious when she had a scent.


    “I say we stick with the bloodhound.” Tisa fluffed her matted brown hair. “She gets us there, you know?”


    Hannah nodded, not clicking the radio in response to the alert, though she assumed all trackers would end up in the south by the time it was over. These tires had taken a detour to a naval station where there had been a recent, vicious battle, and then gone east a bit. Now, they were slanting south again. Janet swore they were on the trail of Safe Haven and Hannah believed her.


    “I hear something.” Tisa peered east, where a thick grove of trees blocked their view. “Do you hear it?”


    Janet stood up. “Water.” The sense of trouble slapped at her. “We need to go up.”


    Tisa pointed at the roof of a nearby farmhouse. “That’s 20 feet.”


    The women ran, listening to water coming over the land with no mercy for the people or structures. Someone shouted behind them, then screamed as they were overwhelmed.


    “Where’s it coming from? The sun’s out!”


    “That’s from a dam breaking, not rain.” Hannah farted as she jumped a fallen tree.


    The sisters laughed, loving the excitement of these apocalyptic living conditions.


    The three trackers kicked together to open the locked door of the home, then pounded through the house to find the stairs.


    “Here!” Hannah led them up to the attic, where she shoved a path to the window. They would have to climb out, and then up, if the water came this high. If not, they had a good perch to watch the damage.


    “I see something.” Tisa gasped. “It’s a town! And trucks! I see trucks leaving! It’s them!”


    Water surrounded the farmhouse, preventing the sisters from chasing the convoy as it rolled out of sight.


    Tisa screamed in frustration, punching and kicking boxes and trunks in the attic.


    Hannah waited, listening to the water, watching it. She could swear there were liquid hands coming up the front steps.


    Janet began searching the attic for new threads. She loved the feel of American clothes,


    Tisa joined her, fingering her own threadbare jumper. It was time for a change of duds. Their masters didn’t like to issue new gear. They’d been supplying their own needs since being dropped off.


    Hannah snorted at her companions and continued to watch the water. She didn’t see the hands again, but she didn’t doubt herself on seeing them. Hannah looked down at her own clothes, changing her mind. The leather outfit might be hard to swim in. She joined the others. “Any bathing suits in there?”
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    In the West


    9am


    I feel like I’m in an apocalypse.


    Heavy sheets of ash fell over the speeding jeep. In the distance, smoke rose to the sky, covering the sun. It made driving rough. Sheer drop offs on either side would kill them if the jeep slid too far one way or the other. Nature wasn’t wasting any time in reclaiming her domain out here.


    Jeff flipped the wipers on high.


    Ash recoated the window as soon as the wiper cleared it. Jeff grimaced.


    Hurry...


    I am. Jeff squinted through the filthy window. The road was missing pieces, with wrecks and debris all along this route, but he was following it anyway. A voice was calling to him from near the place where he’d already tracked Becky and Seth to. He assumed they’d made a den because Becky’s signature on his mental grid had stopped moving. Bad idea, he scolded. She’s going to get killed before I can reach her.


    “Are you okay?”


    Jeff jumped. He peered in the mirror at Romeo. The boy was under Doug’s arm while the big man snored. He was wearing three layers of clothes and using a jacket on his shoulder as a pillow, like everyone else. Jeff noted the Eagle position of the tools on his belt and nodded approval. The boy was a fast learner. He’d only demonstrated that for the child once. “I’m good. You?”


    “Scared.”


    Jeff understood why the boy felt that way. “We have action coming and then I’ll take you all back to Safe Haven.”


    Romeo made a face. “They don’t like us there. Isn’t somewhere else?”


    “Isn’t there somewhere else.” Jeff followed Doug’s educational wishes. Doug was trying to show the boys how to blend in so they weren’t mistaken for foreigners. If they spoke English well, many people were dumb enough to believe that meant they’d been citizens here. Jeff approved the ploy. The two kids would need all the help they could get. In the time they’d been traveling together, Jeff had been won over by the quiet, respectful brothers. They didn’t fit into Safe Haven because they were too normal. Jeff liked them for it. He had no patience with children who couldn’t be trusted–like Becky.


    Hurry! We’ll be gone soon!


    Jeff jerked, hands slipping.


    The jeep swerved, rattling passengers.


    “Is everything all right?” Allan sat up to stretch.


    Jeff recovered a smoother roll over the broken road. “Yeah. Slap-happy.”


    “I can take a shift if you want.” Allan yawned. “I couldn’t be more bored.”


    “I’ve got it.” Jeff was already back into his mind. Allan wouldn’t be able to follow this path.


    “He’s hearing things.” Romeo flashed concern to Allan. “And he’s worrying.”


    Allan nodded. “We’re all worried.” He looked at Jeff in the mirror. “What are you hearing?”


    “Someone needs our help.” Jeff sighed, speeding up through the ash storm. “And it isn’t who we came here for.”
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    New Mexico


    “We have to help them now.” Becky was tired of waiting. “They’re being shipped out soon!”


    “Not until we make a plan. We just found them. If they ship the kids out, we’ll follow and hijack the truck, but until they leave, we don’t stand a chance. They have 40 men down there.”


    “We didn’t even get close enough for a real recon.” Becky tossed herself into a dusty chair in the front room of the small cabin. They didn’t worry about whatever might be on the floors or in the corners. In this new life, it was better to hang out in those places and make friends with those creatures. Neither of them flinched at spiders on their skin anymore or snakes on their bedrolls. They’d adapted.


    “Would you feel better about waiting if we do that?” Seth took the rocking chair next to Becky. He’d gotten comfortable using it over the week they’d been here.


    “Maybe.”


    Seth understood her concerns, but two Eagles wouldn’t be enough for this challenge and he knew it. He also wasn’t sure if they might have already been noticed by one of the descendants protecting the camp that was only a quarter mile from them. It wasn’t safe here. “We’ll go down tomorrow, okay? You’ll see I’m right about not blasting in there. Then we’ll work on a better plan and a new base of operations.”


    Juniper trees and rocky ground that refused to grow anything else surrounded their cabin on three sides. To their back was a steep cliff with a small graveyard at the top. The cabin had been empty when they’d arrived, and bore no prints to tell of a struggle, no damage or bloodstains. Seth assumed this cabin had been unused before the war too, but he wasn’t sure because there had been a Christmas wreath dying on the door.


    Becky let him talk her out of attacking the camp now, but she had decided as soon as Seth let her get close enough, she was going to take matters into her own hands. She wasn’t spending another night listening to the screams without stopping it.


    Seth began to love her, hoping she would sleep. They had a habit of hunting at night for prairie dogs and running a dark house, though that had been interrupted by screams last night.


    Seth unbuttoned her long sleeve shirt and slid his hands over her lacy bra, wishing he could give her a bubble bath. They were using creeks and rivers they crossed, which had provided some fun memories, but Seth wanted to give her the luxuries of a woman. Soaking in a tub for hours was one of those, according to the camp hens, and the sense of time growing short was bugging Seth. He wanted to give her special moments now, while he could. He wasn’t sure they were going to have a later.
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    UN Detention Camp


    “They’re coming.” The girl’s voice was thick with her witch’s timbre. “Soon. Hours.”


    The kids huddled around to listen and to hide the seer.


    “Kill them all. Then we will go to Safe Haven, where the alpha will end our misery and accept our lives in honor.”


    “The alpha.”


    “Safe Haven.”


    “Angela.”


    “What’s going on in there?!” A sentry banged on the bars of the portable cages. “You go to the clean!”


    The kids immediately stood, including the girl still searching the future. She continued to whisper as hungover men led them to their weekly shower. It was the last time they would be blasted with the icy water that sometimes stripped skin, the last day they would spend penned up like dogs. The long shelters were large and had cots, but they were still cages. Set into the side of a cliff, the children were grateful that awnings over the cages at least provided shade from the desert sun. The sky was covered in layers of smoke, but the sun was still getting through to beat on them with ruthless heat.


    The kids held onto each other and their clothes as the hoses came on. Their shorts and skirts were ragged, the tops were falling apart. Cloth couldn’t stand up to the hoses either.


    The shivering descendant in the middle, being sheltered, hid her elation. When help came, the alpha would break her mental chains. The other kids wanted the safety of Angela’s camp, but the descendant girl just wanted to know the alpha before she died. She wanted to know any adult who was good, like her. That person would share an unknowing bond that would go as deep as deep would go. Until the war, little Kimmie hadn’t known there were others like her. Now, that’s all I think about.​
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    You Scare Me


    Six Hours out of Ciemus


    November 19th


     


     


     


    1


    “We’re coming to a good spot for a bathroom break.” Angela shifted against the uncomfortable seat for the tenth time. “Jennifer has point. William will provide support after the clear call. Ten minutes is the limit, so let’s try to keep it under half an hour.”


    “You got it.” Morgan downshifted.


    William perked up. “Me? Cool.”


    Angela had decided to stop them before it got dark, though the sun was setting behind them right now. The shades of green beneath the layers of dust were just as wrong as they’d always been, but it was also darker. Yellowstone had replaced the fading sky debris from the war. Each time it rained or snowed, grit coated the ground in glassy ashes, but it wasn’t making a dent. That would continue for weeks, months or years. There was no way to know for sure when it would end.


    Morgan tapped the brakes to send a message to the vehicle behind him. Marc and Adrian had worked on the new code after the fight at the naval station. They’d been using it since leaving Ciemus.


    Morgan slowed further, scanning. He wouldn’t have chosen these tree-dotted surroundings for a break, though he didn’t feel anything menacing about the small town they hadn’t been able to go around. It was devoid of life here and obviously had been since the war, but the structures were less stable than in other places they’d been. Morgan presumed it was because coastal weather was rougher. Even the weeds and bushes here looked like they’d been hit with massive winds. He might have assumed it was a storm path, but he’d been keeping track of it for hours. What he hadn’t spotted was signs of nature. There were no animals at all, not even flies or birds. It was crazy.


    “This will be a lesson for me, right?”


    Angela nodded at William’s query. “Yes. The boring stuff comes first.”


    “First.” William frowned. “How does it look for the next few days?”


    “Like drama and traveling.” She shifted again, ankle cramping. “Then we’ll get to the action you’re trying so hard not to hope for.”


    “I’m sorry.” William gestured at the convoy. “I’m riding with the legendary Safe Haven. It’s difficult not to want to see you in action now that you’ve returned to full health.”


    “We haven’t yet, actually.” She rubbed her leg, trying not to bump the driver. “Maybe a week in the fresh salt air will finish it.”


    William concentrated on figuring out what she meant. As far as health, only a few people were still having trouble. He didn’t detect anything obvious.


    “We spent months in tents, months in a mountain, and now we’re back in tents.” Angela was glad for the teaching moment as Morgan stopped the truck in a gravel lot next to a trailer park with burnt frames. She hated waiting for the Eagles to let them out. Everyone did. “It’s too cold to be outside, but we need the sun. You were occupied while we were in Ciemus, but you’ll pick it up when we reach the shore. You’ll see the differences between your people and mine.”


    “I did notice you were all pale, but our kind tend to be that way from...”


    “Lifetimes of hiding.” Angela agreed as he paused in understanding. “The sun gives us better health. It’s also an issue the government didn’t consider when they locked us in underground labs, or maybe they used it intentionally. We’re fragile in ways. We go mad–corrupt–faster than people who don’t have this bloodline. We need to feel the sun on our cheeks and in our hearts. It fights the darkness.”


    “I’ll add that to the book.” William wondered what else she’d observed about their kind that he hadn’t.


    Angela shrugged. “You’ll have enough for a new book by the time we part, but for now, you have a duty coming up and your boss isn’t in a patient mood. Get set for it.”


    William hesitated. “Um. How?”


    “Eagles settle into a work frame of mind.” Morgan sensed Angela’s restlessness and assumed she wanted the conversation over, so he handled it. “We check gear, plan out the shift if needed, listen to each other to pick up the mood, and we scan the environment. We concentrate on the job.”


    William immediately began to do that.


    Morgan doubted it would last long. William was like a hyper kid who’d just been given access to an exciting amusement park ride. He knew it wasn’t repaired regularly and there were glitches in the programing, but he still couldn’t wait to have that experience–even if it killed him.


    William laughed. That’s exactly it. Everything was intoxicating to him right now. The smell of the Eagle jackets they were all wearing, the complaints about sore asses from traveling–he loved it all.


    Angela shifted, glad Marc was able to rest. He was in the bunk behind them, no longer snoring but still breathing deeply. He would probably wake at the call to let people out, but she hoped he would at least stay in the truck. They’d been gone from Ciemus for six hours, but he’d only been out for two. He’d stayed awake talking with Dog, then swept their surroundings for problems until his lids began to droop.


    He doesn’t want to go.


    Angela stiffened. “Aloud, please.”


    William frowned as he understood. “Really? Even though we’re not on a private line?”


    “Yes.”


    William sighed. “You have to get the drama under control. People are fed up with it.”


    “Who do I kill? My love or my leader?”


    William snorted. “You’re the leader.”


    “I’m a substitute teacher keeping the seat warm.”


    William spotted the obvious. “You’re depressed!”


    Angela winced. She’d insisted on the conversation being spoken, but their driver was storing every word and the tension would soon wake Marc. He was sensitive to that now.


    “Is everything okay?” Marc didn’t open his eyes. He’d woken the instant Morgan downshifted.


    Angela switched her braid to her other shoulder so she could view him. “Peachy.”


    Marc sat up in a fast lunge, reaching for his gun.


    Laughter told Marc she’d been joking with the code word. It happened so rarely that he’d come up swinging.


    Angela snickered. “Funny.”


    Marc holstered, gave William a curt nod, then settled down next to the wolf who hadn’t budged.


    William shivered at the sensation. He’s powerful.


    Angela nodded. “More so if I give him what he wants.”


    “Why don’t you?” William switched to aloud like she wanted.


    “Why don’t I corrupt him the rest of the way?”


    “I don’t think you can corrupt that one.” William shrugged. “But if so, does it matter at this point?”


    Angela sighed. “No, but tell me anyway why it’s okay to condemn his soul.”


    “He’s already damned for the battle we’ll have. In fact, I believe his death would prevent him from taking part in it.”


    “Letting him die will save his soul?”


    William shrugged. “Perhaps that’s why fate has been hitting you so hard. The Creator doesn’t want Marc in the final fight.”


    “I prefer to think he’s meant to stay with Safe Haven on the island while the rest of us come home to die.”


    Angela’s words were so blunt that silence fell, but every brain went crazy with thoughts and concerns.


    Marc didn’t go back to sleep. There was too much tension.


    Dog didn’t react at all. Exhausted, he was with his human friends and felt safe enough to sleep deep while his mind and body healed.


    “All clear!”


    Morgan gave William a look. “She’s waiting for you. Stay alert.”


    William had respect for their enforcer. “I will.” He got out into the light drizzle without saying more.


    Angela peered over her shoulder. “Room for one more?”


    Marc scooted over, not minding it that she didn’t want him up yet. It would give him a few minutes alone with her to talk.


    Angela crawled into the bunk.


    Morgan got out and shut the door, then climbed onto the hood to watch over them.


    Marc waited for her to get comfortable.


    “Spit it out.” Angela was too sore to beat around the bush or tolerate people who wanted to do so.


    “William explained some things while we walked his wall.”


    Angela yawned. “And?”


    “You scare me.”


    “Good.”


    Marc held her tighter. “I want to be like you.”


    “No, you don’t.”


    “…can you come back to where I am?”


    “No.”


    “Then I have to come to you.”


    Angela shuddered. “You’ll ruin the chance we can build–”


    “No more of that lie.”


    “It isn’t a lie, Marc. I’m trying to figure it out. Ciemus may have helped me. I need time to sort through the cause and effect.”


    “It can’t be done.”


    “Maybe not.”


    “Even if it can, I won’t do it.”


    “Now, I’m confused.” She rolled over so she could look at him, sliding closer to stay warm. “Why wouldn’t you want it if I can do it?”


    “We’ll all die anyway.” Marc rested his head against her. “No final battle, Angie. We stay on the island and just live.”


    Angela wrapped her arms around him, sharing his pain. “When the time comes, I will return and do my duty. It’s why I was born into this time and place–to save the future. Not just mine, but of the entire world. If I lose, it all ends. I can’t run from destiny.”


    “Then make me like you so I can help!”


    “Because you hope He will take pity and allow us to be together in the afterlife?”


    “Because we only have a few years left together and I want to share all of it.” Marc broke against her. “Please.”


    Angela’s tears ran over her cheeks as she nodded against his neck. Marc never begged. She couldn’t refuse. “Okay.”


    Around them, thunder rattled the ground in protest of the choice.


    He’s mine. I’ll make him so strong that even you can’t hurt him!


    Hail pinged into the cars and trucks, and wind howled toward the stopped convoy.


    You can’t have him!


    A shield flashed into place around the vehicles, shutting out the fury. Even the vibrations from the ground were muffled.


    Eagles and descendants stilled in shocked fear.


    William clapped. “She’s amazing!”


    “She’s reckless.”


    William frowned at Jennifer’s comment. “Yes, child, she is. Aren’t you?”


    Jennifer wanted to argue and couldn’t.


    William examined the shield over the convoy, unable to spot a place where he could get through.


    “Neither can I.” Jennifer was impressed. “She grew stronger again.”


    “All of you did, because of the naval station.”


    “Not like her.” Jennifer decided to trust William–mostly because Angela did. “She’s not even like you now. She just challenged the Creator for a life. She’s the target after this.”


    “And anything she loves?”


    Jennifer shrugged at his tone. “We’ve been that all along. I worry over her. We’ll keep a sharper eye on her now.”


    William frowned. “This doesn’t change anything?”


    Jennifer pointed to where the Eagles were doing their duty while exchanging looks that wondered if Angela really could set them free from the chains of the past. “We’ve been marked since we survived. She decided to amend the rules of the game.”


    “But… It’s the Creator!”


    Jennifer resumed scanning for trouble, leaving him to figure it out. Jennifer wasn’t Angela. She wasn’t going to say it aloud and be struck down for blasphemy.


    William got it an instant later and groaned. “What is wrong with her?!”


    “She’s tired of an unfair system that never explains itself.”


    “But that’s not our purpose!”


    Jennifer spun around, hand going to her hip.


    Across the convoy, Kyle spotted her and paused in the rotation that would take him into her path. Hand on hip. No-longer resting bitch face. He went in the opposite direction, waving Ivan into his place.


    “Do you know that for a fact?” Jennifer tried not to yell.


    William couldn’t lie. “No. I assume.”


    “And yet we’ve been gifted with powers beyond belief.” Jennifer’s tone grew pointed. “Makes you wonder why, right?”


    William nodded, subdued now. He’d always wondered and never found an answer that made sense. Maybe the descendants weren’t just here to protect humanity from itself. Perhaps they were supposed to defend mankind against all threats, including a vengeful Creator who delighted in games, bets, and plagues.


    When lightning didn’t strike him through Angela’s shield, William allowed himself to consider that. They couldn’t create a perfect society, and no one could ever atone for sins of the past, so she was changing the rules. Instead of being humble and submissive, hoping to regain favor, Angela was going to free them the old-fashioned way.


    Let my people go, William quoted, in awe.


    The entire convoy stilled as immense power surrounded them, pressing in on the barrier like a giant eye peering at a bug.


    Angela didn’t lift her head. Her rage was sweltering, filling the cabin with waves of heat.


    Marc was pouring sweat under her, but he refused to budge, to get away before she was destroyed. They would go together.


    These are my souls now. I’ll kill them all in one blast of fire before we’ll swear blind loyalty to the Creator who abandoned us.


     


    William scowled. “Is she bluffing?”


    Jennifer shook her head, trembling at the feel of the power around them. She recognized Angela’s tactic as negotiating, but it was beyond frightening.


    YOU WILL FIGHT FOR HE!


    I will not!


    The ground rumbled in warning. The shield began to weaken as power pressed in from all sides.


    Angela didn’t strengthen it. That wasn’t required of her defenses now. She waved a mental hand. Go on. Kill us all. You still won’t have your army.


    The rumbling increased.


    That’s it, isn’t it? There’s a battle coming and we’re the only ones left to fight the evil.


    DARKNESS WILL WIN!


    Tell your master we refuse. The Creator must agree to–


    YOU CANNOT DEMAND!


    I just did. The shield around the convoy dropped. The weather immediately hit them. Go away now. We have to get back on the road.


    The sense of fury rivaled anything they’d felt so far, but it was obvious the messenger couldn’t destroy them without permission from a higher authority.


    The presence vanished.


    A few of the younger citizens in Safe Haven cheered.


    Everyone else feared the next meeting wouldn’t go as well.


    “That was interesting.” William had barely kept from speaking. I have so many questions!


    Jennifer snorted. “Don’t we all.” She waved toward Daryl. “He’s our protection. Don’t get out of his sight.”


    William followed her as the windy, rainy bathroom stop resumed, eager for any lessons she wanted to give. Now that he’d heard the Messenger and knew without a doubt there was a level above them, William wanted the same thing Marc did, but for a different reason. William wanted whatever deal Angela cut to apply to Ciemus. Safe Haven would need a friendly port to sail into when they returned. William had no doubt they would all do battle for the Creator despite these negotiations, but now, he had hope that they would come out of it with more than forgiveness for atrocities they hadn’t committed. These people were right. Angela would make certain they were treated fairly for the first time since they’d been created.


     


    Angela rolled off Marc’s chest, aware of his discomfort. She switched into the driver seat and lowered the window enough to let in a cool breeze.


    Marc sat up and opened his jacket to let that draft reach his sweaty skin. The oddest part was that he was soaked, and she wasn’t. He didn’t understand how it was possible, but all he wanted right now was a smoke to calm his nerves and a few minutes to contemplate what had happened.


    Angela handed him a lit cigarette.


    Marc rubbed her hand as he took it, but he didn’t speak. He had no idea what to say. When he had worried over her being so different, he’d never considered that it would go this far. He didn’t know how to handle it.


    Angela smothered her loneliness, remembering she did have someone here who might know what to say. She opened the door and went to William.


    Marc stayed in the truck. He had no jealous thoughts over her choice, but he did wish he could listen so that next time he would know how to help her.


    Marc stiffened as power entered his mind and opened a bolted door.


    Get out!


    Be quiet or she’ll know you’re listening.


    Marc pouted as he smoked, but he didn’t try to shove William out.


    I’m as loyal to her as you and the dog are. But it’s time you adapt, Marine, or we won’t be able to work together.


    Marc would have snapped back, but William brought down a wall that only let Marc listen. ...how do I do that?


    William tensed as Angela joined him and Jennifer. The feel of her was heavy, uncomfortable.


    Leadership stress. Jennifer nodded as Angela came to her elbow.


    She’s like this all the time?


    You have to be. I didn’t understand that until I had point over the mall. Jennifer scanned behind them, noting who was giving the guards a hard time and who wasn’t. We were attacked, and a tornado came through. Very stressful. Flipping out of that mode was impossible until I got to Ciemus.


    William hadn’t experienced many of those moments in his town since the war, so he didn’t get it, but he was suddenly sure he would by the time they parted.


    Jennifer frowned. Don’t drag it out. Give her what she needs.


    William turned to Angela and was slapped by her pain and fear. It overwhelmed him, bringing tears to his eyes. “Damn.”


    Angela slowly brought up her wall, blocking those emotions so only she and her witch would feel them.


    The demon whined. Oh, great. Spare him and not me!


    Angela’s disappointment was staggering as she left them. William wanted to offer her hope, but he didn’t have any. Safe Haven had to leave, and they would all have to fight. Some things couldn’t be changed.


    Jennifer realized William wasn’t able to help. She shoved him out of her way and followed Angela toward the kids’ trailer.


    William felt someone trying to get into his thoughts and opened the door. What?!


    Adrian paused. Uh, just checking in. Is she okay?


    William squinted through the dark rain, aware of being soaked and blown. Not really. She didn’t want to do that, but she got scared Marc was being taken.


    Yeah, that’ll do it. How’d it go?


    William went to his truck, frowning. You didn’t hear?


    Nothing after she brought up the barrier. I didn’t know we could do that.


    We, can’t.


    You can’t?


    Never tried, but I doubt it. She’s stronger than me.


    Enough to…?


    I don’t know.


    Adrian was encouraged by that answer. He broke the connection and began helping his team medicate their rescued men. The boss would be pleased. She would also be furious. All of the boat men were out of commission for a while. Being nailed to a warehouse wall as bait had hurt them. It had also killed two men. Angela’s anger would rival nature’s fury.


     


    William slid into the truck at Jennifer’s motion. He shut the door and wiped down with the towel Marc handed him. “Thanks.”


    Marc grunted. He’d also thought William could help her.


    “Sorry, but her dog has to do this one. If that had been me, I would have surrendered.”


    “What if it had been Donna?”


    William’s anger flew through the truck.


    “Damn. All right!” Marc pushed the small window open too. “I’ve had enough sweating.”


    William controlled his rage, locked it away. “I get your point, but I can’t help her. I’ve never considered crossing the Creator.”


    “You haven’t gone through as much as we have.”


    “No, and I hope not to. You’ve become hard and cynical, with little light left in your hearts. You call me sheltered, but I’m glad of it. I don’t want to be like you or her.”


    “Now you’re just lying.”


    William held up a hand. “Okay, so I wouldn’t mind being as skilled as some of you, but it’s not worth the effects.”


    Are we really that bad? Marc made a note of that concern.


    William finished drying off, wishing he could change his clothes. He already missed their little bit of civilization and Marc’s point had made him worry over Donna being alone.


    It’ll be better for us on the boat. Marc’s mood lightened a bit. We’ll only have nature and each other to fight. That’s already less problems.


    Marc’s demon grumbled. And no chance to run if the ship goes down. He didn’t like the idea of his host not having an escape route.


    I can swim.


    The demon snorted, flashing an image of a lone man in the ocean, then an old headline about someone being lost at sea and the search being called off.


    I get it, but it’s still better odds than staying here.


    The demon couldn’t argue.


    Neither could William. He’d been reading the memories of Safe Haven as they traveled and it was all ugly. He was grateful Ciemus hadn’t been put through all that.


    You will be now. Marc flipped his butt. Refugees followed us from the naval station. You’ll be lucky to get back without being spotted.


    When William didn’t answer, Marc deliberated arguing further and managed not to. William was still considering going with Safe Haven. He’d said he wasn’t coming, but it was obvious what the man wanted. Marc almost wished he could trade places, but Angie would never be satisfied in Ciemus. She needs the adventure too or we’d already be in another cave somewhere, trying again.


    Marc went to find his mate, determined to find a way to help her through this.


    William stayed in the truck and tried to get dry.


     


    Marc found Angela and Jennifer behind the convoy. People were almost finished with bathroom trips and not saying much as they forced weary bodies back into cramped conditions.


    Marc knew the women were aware of him, but neither female was speaking. Marc took that as a bad sign.


    Jennifer snorted. When we talk, you get tired of listening to it. When we’re quiet, you get nervous. Men are strange.


    Smiling, Marc took Angela’s left, scanning the darkness. He could feel her power roaming the countryside, searching for danger. She’s expecting retaliation.


    “Shouldn’t I?”


    Marc nodded. “Yes. Every piece of literature we had implies that reaction.” Marc paused. He lowered his voice. “I can’t believe you did that.”


    Angela sighed. “I didn’t see another option.” She spun and slid into his arms. “You’re mine.”


    Marc hugged her close. “Forever, baby.”


    The rain increased, forcing the trio toward their vehicles.


    Jennifer was glad. Like Marc and Angela, she was certain a negative reaction was coming as soon as the Messenger delivered the news to the Creator. They might all die at that moment.


    “No.” Angela stopped outside the truck, rain soaking her. “He needs us, or we’d be dead already.”


    “Are you positive it’s a he?” Jennifer tried to lighten the mood. “Awful emotional for a guy.”


    Angela snickered with the girl, but inside, she cringed in terror at the blasphemy she’d committed. These might really be their last hours because of her choice.


    Marc regarded her, catching the thought.


    Angela smoothed a wet strand of ebony hair from his sexy face and climbed into the truck. “Let’s roll. We have a boat waiting.”


    Marc realized she couldn’t do anything else but follow through now.


    So did Jennifer. They traded a worried glance and then got into their vehicles. It wasn’t up to them. The Creator would make the final choice and they would suffer the judgement.


    William continued to replay the moment in his mind, stewing and brooding over rules and levels of power as Morgan got the truck rolling.


    Next to him, Angela kept track of his thoughts and hoped she wouldn’t be forced to intervene. William was edging into dangerous territory with some of his ruminations. If anyone was going to hide an ace up their sleeve, it was her.​


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Two



    I Hate This Life
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    “Can we start now?” Marc wiped Angela’s cheek with his damp towel and tossed it into the floorboard.


    Angela pointed at her kit. “Read the book in the bottom. Blue cover.”


    Marc dug it out, frowning. He suspected a stall.


    “Aloud, please.”


    Marc flipped the notebook to the first page, noting the rough condition. It had been written before the earthquake. The damage was too familiar to mistake.


    “They’re going to come to me over learning how to use our gifts. I’m surprised that none of them have yet. If we can stay in these mountains, I may never have to make that choice.”


    Marc scanned the next headline. “How to train the Master’s army.” He shoved the book at her. “That’s not what I’m asking for.”


    “It’s what will come of it, Marc.” She sighed, heart twisting. “A wise man once told me to always look as far ahead as I could on every choice, so I’d always be prepared for what it would lead to.”


    “It may not. I may die before then.”


    “Then we’ll go together.” Angela tossed the book back. “Get familiar with the basic rules on energy use. I’ll start teaching you between stops and work.”


    “Once we’re on the boat?”


    She grunted. “Things will be handled openly. I don’t want to be the leader of the last army in our history, but it will be unbeatable. I won’t stop until you’re as near to invincible as I can make you.”


    “When will you tell the others?”


    “I won’t need to.”


    Marc presumed they would see her training him and want the same. As soon as he had the thought, Marc understood her paragraph. “How did we miss that?”


    Angela shrugged. “You were busy trying to stay alive.”


    Marc grimaced. “Yeah.” He settled into the bunk to read, using the small stickup nightlight.


    William flashed Angela an approving glance, but he didn’t comment on the exchange. Angela had accepted that they would fight, or she wouldn’t have made the notebook. William admired her more than he already had. He opened his mouth...


    “Don’t ask me. You won’t like the answer.”


    William wanted Angela to teach him to fight too, so he could teach his people. He didn’t know what came afterwards.


    “That’s the problem.” Angela’s head swiveled toward him. “Don’t make me kill you.”


    William’s skin broke out with goosebumps. He slowly shook his head. “No. I won’t.”


    “Good, because I need you.”


    William immediately brightened. “Just name it.”


    Marc tried to keep his mind on the notebook.


    Morgan pointed to the road ahead of them.


    Angela studied the two stragglers, not needing to scan to know what had happened. The couple was crying and carrying a child who was either dead or close to it.


    “I hate this life!” Angela screamed, sending heat through the truck and tension through the convoy. She punched the dashboard. “You sent them to hurt me because I said no! You fuck!” Angela didn’t control the tears or her mouth.


    The men in the truck lowered windows and waited for her to make the call.


    Dog still didn’t lift his head.


    “Please!”


    “Help us!”


    The cries of the parents were heartbreaking. No one wanted to be leader at that moment. After their brush with illness, most of the camp and Eagles understood it was dangerous to have contact with people who were sick, but it was awful to roll by them without stopping.


    “I’m damned anyway.” Angela moaned at the guilt, the weight. “Stop the truck. Let me out.”


    “Keep going.” Marc overrode her order. He took Angela’s arm and pulled her into the bunk where she fell onto his chest and sobbed.


     


     


    2


    “She isn’t stopping to help them.”


    Neil shook his head at Grant’s observation. “No. I’d bet she wants to, and Marc won’t let her this time.” Neil filled Grant in on how ugly things had gotten before they’d been trapped at the naval station.


    Samantha leaned between the seats and switched on the radio.


    Music blared.


    Neil frowned at her.


    Samantha shrugged. “I can’t take her pain. I need a distraction.”


    “Angela’s pain?” Grant had spent most of the Ciemus time making sure he was cleared to come along. He hadn’t heard the stories.


    As Neil caught the man up, Samantha slumped in the rear with Kendle and Jennifer, trying not to reach out. She wanted the pain to stop so her twins would settle down, but she also disliked Angela’s misery. I hope she gets a real break soon. Maybe when we’re on the boat, she’ll get to laugh again.


    Kendle picked up the kit at her feet. “I’ll do it. She wants me gone anyway, so if it’s something bad, no loss.”


    Jennifer put a hand on Kendle’s wrist. “No.”


    Kendle shrugged it off and began to check her gear. “I’ll stay away until–”


    “No.” Jennifer hoped Kendle didn’t push. When she’d first discovered the enforcer power, she had been thrilled to have a defense that would succeed against her own kind. Then she’d realized she would have to use it on her fellow camp members and the fun had faded.


    “At least ask her. I’ll bet she says yes.”


    “If she didn’t stop us, we don’t stop.” Jennifer tried to reason with the stubborn island woman. “She may have sent someone already.”


    Kendle paused to consider that, then shook her head. “She wouldn’t be so upset that it’s making my stomach hurt.” Kendle snapped her kit and unlocked the door. “I’ll jump and roll so you don’t have to stop.”


    Jennifer glanced at Neil in the mirror, torn.


    Neil met her eye and nodded.


    Jennifer grabbed Kendle’s mind and took away her sight.


    “What’s going…? Oh! You little bitch!”


    Jennifer’s shield deflected Kendle’s swings, but the rebounds of her magic flew through the wagon, hitting walls and doors.


    Jennifer locked down on Kendle until mouth and ears was all she had left, but the woman kept shooting off rage. Forced, Jennifer used a mental hand and shut the door to Kendle’s demon. She turned the key in the lock and put it in her mental pocket.


    The castaway froze.


    Jennifer let go of her. Until she opened the door, Kendle was an Invisible again. She couldn’t even hear a thought now.


    Kendle shuddered. “I’ll kill you for this.”


    “Maybe.” Jennifer shrugged. “Better me than Angela.”


    Kendle shuddered again, body jerking with her efforts to keep still. She had no chance of defeating Jennifer without her gifts.


    Jennifer sneered at the woman. “You never had a chance to defeat me at all. I’ve always known you for the traitor you are, just like I knew Adrian for what he was. About people, I’m never wrong.”


    “Give it back!”


    “No.”


    “Marc will make you.”


    “He’ll try if you play miserable bitch enough, but I won’t. I’ll do it when you aren’t a threat to the boss anymore. You’re off the council, too, by the way. You’ve made me use a power that I didn’t want known. You were going to break our quarantine, without Angela’s permission, after being told no by senior leadership. You’re off the council and out of the Eagles.”


    “That’s actually an Eagle vote.”


    Jennifer waved a hand at Samantha’s comment. “Works for me. They won’t tolerate this behavior.”


    “But they do provide second chances.” As Marc’s best friend, Neil knew the wolfman had feelings for Kendle. Their shared adventure had created a ghost she couldn’t handle. Neil thought it was generous of Marc to even give her the time of day after everything that had happened, but when Kenn had called him the last boy scout, he’d been right on the money. Marc wanted Kendle to recover and be happy. If she didn’t, he would blame himself.


    “Yes, he will.” Jennifer also knew that wouldn’t be good for them. Angela’s unhappiness was already intolerable. They didn’t need Marc’s on top of it.


    “Give it back!”


    “I can’t.”


    “You will!”


    “Maybe, but not now.”


    “Why not?!”


    “You haven’t apologized.” Jennifer’s fingers came up to count each point as she delivered it. “You haven’t promised to obey the rules, you don’t care about any of these people except Marc, and most importantly, you haven’t promised not to kill my alpha!”


    Kendle flinched away from Jennifer’s shout. “I… I can’t.”


    “I know.”


    “I hate you.”


    Jennifer barked cold laughter. “I think you’re shit on my shoes too, but if the boss says return it, I will. Until that moment, you’re stuck going through life like you came into it–with just your wits and that flabby ass.”


    “I’ll make you screa–” Kendle looked over. “You think my ass is flabby?”


    Jennifer nodded as everyone else hid snickers. “I do. You have great arms and legs, but you still spend too much time sitting, whining about how unfair your life is. Try standing. Then, when you’re ready, you’ll be a Runner.” Jennifer sat back and tried to find a comfortable spot. “How long until we reach the next stop?”


    “Seven hours and 45 minutes.” Neil was awed at how Jennifer was using Adrian’s words. Neil hadn’t thought she’d been listening then, but clearly, the teenager had taken in more of her surroundings than he and the senior men had believed.


    “Wake me in half that and I’ll drive.”


    Neil groaned. Jennifer was hell behind the wheel and not in a good way. She was still learning to control a vehicle.


    Grant was stunned. William had mentioned being able to lock or unlock gifts, but he hadn’t understood how it was possible. Grant still didn’t get the mechanics behind it, though he now had an idea it was more like closing than taking. He’d actually heard a slam. Jennifer hadn’t consumed Kendle’s power. She’d jailed it.


    The sound of Kendle crying almost broke the men in the wagon. Even Samantha expected Jennifer to cave.


    Jennifer wasn’t fooled or sympathetic. I know a snake when I’m next to one. Jennifer went to sleep.
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    “Do you think she’ll give it back?”


    “I don’t know. She’s pissed.”


    “She shouldn’t. Kendle really is a threat.”


    “Yeah.”


    Charlie and Conner were in the rear of Kyle’s jeep. They’d been discussing plans for the wedding reception, but the drama in the wagon ahead of them had caught their attention.


    Conner glanced toward the driver and lowered his voice. “She scares me now.”


    Charlie nodded. “Same. I didn’t know she could do that.”


    “Me either. I thought only your mom could.”


    “I was hoping that was a bluff.” Charlie was disappointed to discover it wasn’t.


    Conner frowned. “Jennifer doesn’t bluff. You should know that.”


    “What happened?” Kyle demanded, glaring in the mirror. “Tell me right now!”


    Conner swallowed. “Jennifer locked Kendle’s gifts away because she’s dangerous to Angela.”


    Kyle’s tension faded. “Excellent.”


    The boys traded confused looks, realizing the mobster had already discussed it with Jennifer.


    “She didn’t want to, though, right?” Charlie was guessing. “You told her to.”


    “I told her to be ready when Angela ordered it.”


    “Why didn’t your mom do it?” Conner looked at Charlie.


    Charlie shrugged. “Why does she do anything? For the future.”


    “It would seem like she was picking on Kendle because of Marc.” Kyle increased speed to stay on the bumper ahead of him, not happy with Charlie’s bitter tone. “She has to be careful.”


    “We shouldn’t take her to the island with us.” Conner liked Kendle, but he hated the drama.


    “Or Adrian.” Charlie was too tired to be snotty about it.


    Conner wanted to argue and couldn’t.


    Kyle grunted. “Your opinions are both noted.”


    The boys remembered they were rookies and vowed to watch their conversations around senior men and women.


    Despite not being officially on a team, the Eagles were still treating Charlie as one of them. They believed when he made amends with his mother, he would be back with them anyway and they needed every set of hands they could get.


    In the passenger seat next to Kyle, Candy stayed quiet and stored the few details she understood. She’d been directed to this vehicle by Jennifer. Candy presumed the teenager had read her thoughts but hadn’t cared about the invasion of privacy or the secrets she was keeping. She’d just been relieved to not be stuck in the trailer with the other women and kids again. All the noise gave her headaches.


    You should care. Charlie warned the woman because his friend was in love with her. If Jennifer sees something, you’ll be in trouble.


    I haven’t done anything wrong and I don’t intend to.


    You’re considering messing with a younger boy. That’s against our rules.


    You’re sleeping with an older girl. That’s against our rules.


    Charlie grinned at Conner. She’s a fighter. You’re right.


    Conner chuckled.


    Candy relaxed at the sound, smile coming to her lips. Conner was cute when he was happy.


    “Damn.” Kyle sped up.


    Charlie and Conner both tensed as waves of pain hit them.


    Candy caught sight of the waving, crying parents in the road and realized they needed help. A few seconds later, it occurred to her that no one was stopping.


    Kyle clicked the door locks.


    Conner reached out to Angela. What can I do?


    Charlie listened for an answer, but there wasn’t one that he could hear.


    Conner frowned. “We need to get on a boat and go. She can’t keep making these choices. She’ll go mad.”


    “What do you mean?” Kyle wanted to confirm Eagle theories.


    “Descendants face a constant battle to avoid going corrupt. And she’s a doctor. Letting people die hits her on both levels. Plus, she’s kind. She loves kids and animals. It’s easy to hurt her.”


    “You think it’s intentional.”


    Conner pinned him in the mirror. “Don’t you?”


    Kyle nodded. “We know something has it in for Marc. We’ve recently begun to suspect that Angela is being tormented.”


    “They’re paying for the past.” Charlie shrugged at the surprised looks. “I listen. A lot.”


    “Even while chasing tail?” Kyle asked harshly.


    Candy frowned, but didn’t interrupt the moment she felt coming.


    Charlie nodded. “It wasn’t in the front of my mind, but it was in there.”


    Kyle flipped the wipers on. “And now that you’ve had the tail, you can think again?”


    Charlie flushed, but nodded again.


    Kyle grinned at him through the mirror. “Welcome to manhood.”        


    The males chortled at the joke. Candy didn’t, but she also wasn’t angered. She had no idea what it was like to be a man. She did know how hard it was being a woman though, and believed it was equal in different ways. A lot was expected from their men, a lot more than had been in the past. Candy thought they were doing well. She had faith that Angela would continue to open the eyes of every member in their camp. The people just had to be strong enough to confront the errors she would show them.
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    “That’s not good.”


    Travis peered through the rainy window at Ivan’s groan. Upon catching sight of the desolate parents, Travis shook his head. “Not again.”


    Ivan grabbed his kit.


    In the rear, Shawn cleared his throat. “Stay put, gentlemen. You haven’t received orders to do anything.”


    James glowered at him in the side mirror. “You just worry over the little girl you want to plug. We’ll handle the big choices.”


    Shawn immediately lunged forward and grabbed James by the back of his head. He began slamming him against the dashboard.


    Driving, Ivan couldn’t stop it.


    Next to Shawn in the rear, Quinn didn’t try. James needed to have more respect.


    Shawn let go of the bloody, moaning man, satisfied he’d made his point.


    Ivan regarded Quinn in the mirror. “She’s upset. We should do something.”


    Quinn shook his head. “We help them, we risk the camp. No.”


    “I can’t believe how callous you all are!”


    Shawn grunted, watching James for a retaliation. “We can’t believe how stupid you all are, so we’re even.”


    Ivan didn’t want to be the target of Shawn’s ire, but he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “You know she’ll be upset. She might even sneak out again to handle it.”


    “Not this time.” Quinn had already discussed this possibility with Neil. “She saw this camp tear itself apart over her absence. She’ll suck it up just like you and the big mouth will.”


    James lowered the window to spit blood, but he didn’t yell at the parents. His head was ringing; pain was lancing through his temples. He hadn’t expected Shawn to be so strong.


    He looked over his shoulder and received a lifted brow. James snorted painfully. “Yeah, I got it. You’re not after the baby.”


    “I got stuck with a heavy duty and I’m doing it.” Shawn’s tone was ugly. “When she’s older, you’ll be sniffing at her heels like every other male in camp. I’ll be one of the few standing in your way.” Shawn grinned violently. “This was nothing compared to then. Even if she wants to date you, you’ll still have to get by me.”


    Shawn’s defense of the girl was admirable and demonstrated how he felt, but Quinn wasn’t relieved. He would pass word on to the senior people worrying over it, though. Like them, Quinn was sure Missy was right. The descendant children were accurate in their predictions. If not for Angela starting the meetings to get them under control, the boat ride would be rough. As it was, many of the men were already dreading being trapped on a ship with so many kids. Babysitting punishments would be handed out generously.


    “I won’t want a little kid.” James wiped his face on his sleeve. “I stand by what I said. Be careful.”


    Shawn nodded. “You too, sweetheart. We’ll get time in the cage together and I don’t forget anything.”


    Finally subdued, James glowered through the window and tried to find an excuse to avoid the cage.


    Quinn smirked and fell back into studying the map that had been forgotten upon sight of the sick family.


    Ivan dwelled on the boss. Angela would be upset when they stopped. It would be better if he could give her good news of some kind.


    Ivan caught movement in the rearview mirror and squinted to make it out. Kenn was using Eagle code.


    Do you see me? Adjust your mirror.


    Ivan did it without drawing attention from anyone in his truck. It was obvious Kenn didn’t want the other descendants to know or they’d be talking mentally.


    Kenn signaled again from the slack position.


    Ivan tapped the brakes enough to make the light come on to acknowledge Kenn, but not to stop the vehicle. As he discerned what Kenn wanted, Ivan wasn’t certain what to do. A senior man had told him no and now a senior man was telling him yes. Ivan chose to do what would please the boss even as it hurt her. He told Kenn no and refused to look at more communications from the man.


     


    Kenn had expected to be refused. Ivan and his group didn’t like him, but they also didn’t want to endanger their Eagle chances by disobeying orders. Kenn understood and agreed even as he was disappointed. Ivan and his group would get payback at some point for tormenting him, but they couldn’t match what Charlie had done. Kenn hadn’t suggested asking for a driver switch to disobey orders and gain favor with the boss. He’d done it because Angela wasn’t going to help the family and it was hurting him to leave them out there. He thought the boss would know that and forgive his actions this once.


    “And what about next time?”


    Kenn looked over in surprise.


    Tonya flushed. She’d only been able to read thoughts through the baby for a few days. It had started in Ciemus.


    Kenn chuckled. “I can do it and get away with it, once. Beyond that, we’ll have to draft rookies who don’t know any better.”


    Glad he wasn’t upset, Tonya leaned against Kenn’s big arm and dozed. She didn’t care for traveling, but she felt safe with her man and her people, and she would defend them if needed. Kenn had been joking, but Tonya had made her choice a month ago. If Kenn ever went against Angela, she wouldn’t be able to be with him anymore. Her place in camp meant a lot to her now.


    Kenn patted her thigh. “That’s why we’re perfect for each other. I feel the same way.”


    Tonya smiled and allowed light sleep to claim her.


    Kenn kept the lie hidden behind his new wall and tried to discover a way to ease Angela’s pain when they stopped. His place in camp no longer mattered the most. His child did, and Angela would protect it as if it were hers, providing the child was in this camp and she was in charge. Nothing would be allowed to interfere with those two things ever again.
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    “Why is everyone upset?” Ray looked at Gus.


    Gus was in the backseat with another rookie. He frowned but chose to answer. “Sick people ahead. The boss wants to help but can’t.”


    Ray held out a hand to Greg. “Give me your medical kit.” He lowered the window, seeing shadows coming. “Hurry!”


    Greg shoved the kit into Ray’s hand, ducking from the rainy wind.


    Ray tossed the pack at the family. “It’s medicine!” He quickly raised the glass.


    Greg was happy with it.


    Gus was a bit worried over Angela’s reaction, but happy they’d helped the strangers.


    Ray leaned back and tried to return to a sleep that didn’t include Dale’s ghost haunting him.


     


    “Get it!” The woman staggered beneath the weight of the girl, bringing them both to the cold ground. Slush soaked her legs while her tears soaked the child’s cheek. She couldn’t believe the convoy wasn’t going to stop.


    The father dug in the bag. “It’s medicine!”


    “Find antibiotics. Penicillin or amoxicillin preferably.” The woman jerked the child over to expose her hip. The girl had fallen on debris while they were running from the scavengers who had slaughtered their town. She’d been unconscious for a full day now.


    The father loaded the syringe and plunged it into his daughter’s skin as the rest of the cars went by. He’d known the convoy wasn’t stopping as soon as the first truck went by. In another situation, he might have understood. Right now, he hated all of them except the man who’d tossed the bag.


    “Why didn’t they stop?” The woman tried to quit crying so she could help lift the child onto the man’s frozen back.


    “They didn’t know we’re not a threat.”


    “I hope they all die!” The mother shivered as the wind increased.


    The man nodded, hefting the girl’s weight. “Come lead the way with the flashlight. We’ll find a shed and stay the night. Any scavengers left will be drawn to the noise of the vehicles and miss us.”


    “I hope they’re found!” The mother couldn’t help her bitterness. “We would have helped them!”


    The man jerked his chin toward the bag. “Get that. I think we’ll need to dose her again in the morning.”


    The storm grew worse as the family vanished into the shadowy woods lining the muddy, broken concrete.
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    In the lead rig, Angela’s tears were dried to her face. Her uneven breathing against Marc’s chest was hard on him. Marc was relieved to have good news to tell her and dreading punishing Ray and Greg for it. They’d disobeyed an unspoken order. Marc planned to stick his neck out and insist it be a light scold. Ray had done what she wanted to but hadn’t had time for. She couldn’t send a mental message outside the truck for fear a tracker would catch it, and radio calls had been out of the question. Ray had reacted in time. Marc wanted him left alone.


    Angela muttered, fists tightening against his shirt. “No more bodies. There’s no room for them! My crypt is full.”


    Marc winced. It was the old nightmare. She’d been having it the entire trip to Safe Haven, but he hadn’t paid enough attention. If he had, he might never have delivered her. He could have stolen Charlie for her and taken them north.


    Angela shifted restlessly, sending fresh unease through the truck.


    Marc flinched as she shot up.


    “Watch out!”


    Eagles and descendants went on high alert.


    Dog finally lifted his heavy head.


    Marc drew his gun and waited for a target.


    Angela’s breathing was harsh. “Down! He saw you!”


    Marc realized her eyes were still closed. He holstered. “What’s happening?”


    “Death is coming.”


    Angela’s voice was eerie, giving their passenger chills. William had never been on this side of it. He observed and listened, trying to connect with her to see what she was.


    Angela relaxed, falling deeper into the vision.


    Marc looked at William. “Tell me what she sees and then when it’s over, tell me how to do that.”


    William nodded, fighting hard to view the images in her vast mind. “It’s storming...ash... She’s in the west.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    American Spirit
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    “We need help for this.”


    Seth stifled the urge to rub it in. Becky had hoped to find a small, lax operation, but the barriers around the half mile UN camp were nearly impenetrable. Seth only saw one weak point, but it would still be hard to damage. The far corner of the camp was set against the stone instead of forming a complete connection between the barriers. They might be able to slip in there, but three dozen troops were too much. Even with her gifts, they couldn’t take this place alone. The camp was just south of Deming, miles from the border of New Mexico, Mexico, and Texas. It was a dangerous place even before the war. Conditions haven’t improved.


    The dust and gnats were aggravating, as was the constant scraping sounds of debris being blown over parched ground. The winds were strong here, blowing the dust and grit into tiny monsters that tried to blind them as they watched the camp that rang with unpleasant noises.


    Seth winced at a young scream. That could be her. She didn’t survive... It could be, though.


    Becky felt Seth weakening again, but she couldn’t comfort him. The dusty UN troops were hungover and in rough moods. They shoved kids and argued as they handled the needs of everyone in the long rows of cages. The other three sides of the camp held tents for sleeping and storage, but their flaps were open to catch a breeze. It allowed Becky and Seth to see squalor and empty boxes. Supplies were low.


    Becky pulled her tan hat further onto her short curls, glad for the brim that blocked the sun. It was surprisingly bright here despite the cloud-layered sky. The north was dark. Yellowstone still wasn’t happy.


    Seth tugged on one of her sheared locks and pointed. It was time to go.


    Becky wiped sweat from her neck and nodded. He was right. They couldn’t attack alone, and they were in the middle of a troop entrance here. If they were caught, the kids wouldn’t get help at all.


    Becky led the way down the ravine. The UN camp was in a gulley that didn’t appear as though it had seen rain in a long time. The amount of dust was staggering. Becky had no doubt it would be worse there. Why would they make camp in such a bad place?


    Her witch supplied the answer. Clear view of all four ridges and the only entrance road.


    But why here?


    Seth took her elbow and helped her over the rough boulders at the bottom of the hill.


    Working with our southern enemies, I’d guess. We’re on the border here.


    Becky led the way, shrugging out of his light grip. Until she got too big to do these things, she wanted to do it on her own.


    Seth wasn’t angry with her. He was worried. The UN camp wasn’t just guarded by troops. There were at least two descendants down there. Seth had been careful to stay out of their patrol areas. Becky had insisted no one could hear her private mental line, but Seth wasn’t convinced.


    The couple hurried into the sparse juniper at the foot of the ravine and then dropped into a large hole they’d only found because their hostage had told them what to look for. Troops on foot used the secret entrance. Everyone else used the road.


    Seth waited for Becky to get inside the dusty darkness, then pulled the hatch of brambles overtop them. The walk in the cool darkness was short and then they were out on the other side of the rocky hills.


    Seth hurried to their hummer, wishing bright yellow wasn’t so bright.


    Becky got in and held on as Seth took them out of the area in a hurry. They’d taken a large risk coming here in the daytime. She knew that now. “How do you want to make contact?”


    “We’ll use your private line during the storm. That should give us some extra cover.”


    “We won’t need it.” Becky had the confidence of youth. “I’m unbreakable.”


    Seth winced, but didn’t correct her. He believed she was strong, but anyone could be broken if they were hit enough.


    The small cabin they’d chosen was nestled between boulders and scrub weed. The wide-open door banging in the wind wasn’t expected.


    Seth slammed on the brakes and shifted into reverse.


    “Wait… It’s Jeff!”


    Jeff and Doug came out of the cabin with guns and expressions that weren’t inviting.


    Jeff was dressed in tan camouflage, as was Doug and the boys. Seth immediately felt ashamed of the red shirt beneath his jacket. He wasn’t following Eagle rules.


    “We came out here so we didn’t have to do that.” Becky thought Jeff looked angry.


    “You did.”


    Becky sulked, but didn’t reply to Seth’s mutter. He was right. Seth had come to watch over her and his baby. Searching for his missing daughter was just the excuse.


    “That’s our help.”


    Becky nodded as Seth veered them into the parking space backward. We’ll have to keep the magic use down. Jeff didn’t like it. He’s kind of a girl that way.


    Jeff flipped her the finger.


    Becky frowned. “What was that for?”


    The couple froze as Jeff shoved into their minds at the same time.


    You have a tracker on your trail. Get in here.


    Seth hurried around to Becky’s door, surprised to discover Jeff was a descendant, but not surprised that they’d been followed.


    “That’s not possible. No one gets through my line.”


    Jeff shoved deeper into her mind. You left before everyone else evolved, little girl. You have a lot of growing to do to match any of the camp now.


    Becky growled.


    Jeff shook his head and went inside the cabin. That tracker is minutes behind you. Keep risking Seth’s life out there in the open. I don’t care.


    Becky slammed the hummer door and let Seth rush her inside.


    “How did you find us?” Seth locked them in dimness.


    “Like I said, she’s not as strong as she thinks. We followed magic use–like the tracker did.”


    Becky would have argued further, but she caught sight of Doug. The boys were behind him, sleeping on the bed that she and Seth didn’t like because it was too small for both of them. They’d chosen the loft instead.


    Doug’s profile was grim.


    “What is it?” Becky took a step toward him, then stilled.


    Doug winced as she shoved into his mind for the details.


    Seth was saddened by the images. Safe Haven had lost a lot of people, including Becky’s mother, in an earthquake. He and Becky had also heard the radio calls from a naval station, but they’d never believed the camp was gone. Neither had Doug or Jeff.


    “No…”


    Doug hugged the girl, hoping she would cry it out and agree to come home with him.


    Becky didn’t cry. She shuddered against Doug’s heat. “I knew.”


    Seth got the answer for her nightmares from that. He was relieved the event was already over and full of guilt for not being there to help.


    Jeff grunted. “We’re all carrying a bit of that.” He noted the cabin was being kept clean and had been secured. It still didn’t excuse the bright vehicle, but at least it was something. He and Doug hadn’t been here long enough to pick up more details than that.


    Seth signaled toward the door. “What do you want to do about the tracker?”


    Jeff looked at Becky and then back.


    Seth shook his head.


    Jeff sighed. “Then keep her out of the way.”


    Seth didn’t know how he would do that, but he didn’t want Becky in the actual fight.


    Becky stepped from Doug’s big arms and peered up at him. “Thank you for trying to love her.”


    Doug sniffed. “I did love her. She just couldn’t get around her hatred of men enough to return it.”


    Becky hadn’t known about her mother’s obsession with putting women in charge of the world. She was surprised by it and dismayed as she read Doug’s memories.


    “Can we do this family reunion later?” Jeff snapped, checking his weapon.


    “Why are you being so mean?” Becky turned on him. “Why do you hate me?”


    Jeff rolled his eyes. “You endangered Seth by running off and you took a needed Eagle from camp. Now, you’re about to get him killed by the tracker who just pulled up on a bike next to that bright ass hummer you insisted on. Seth wouldn’t have chosen that vehicle on his own. He would have followed Eagle training. It’s a wonder he’s not dead.”


    “You came for Seth.”


    Jeff nodded. “The boss wants him. You’re a burden to be dragged along, so why don’t you take the boys upstairs and stay out of the way?”


    “Hey!” Seth didn’t like Jeff’s tone or words. “We didn’t ask you to come here.”


    “No, but you need me. You shouldn’t have left camp to follow a piece of ass and you know it, so stop arguing and get your gun. The tracker coming is no one to screw around with.”


    “How do you know!” Becky pointed. “You haven’t been here!”


    “A lone man is walking up to the door without a weapon in hand. He knows who we are and he isn’t scared. That’s a badass. Get the boys into the loft. Do it now!”


    Becky helped Doug move the sleepy boys upstairs, but inside, fury burned. She didn’t want Jeff here collecting them like wayward children.


    But that’s what you are, her demon declared. I’m glad he came. You might survive.


    Jeff won’t keep me alive. He came for Seth.


    He came to make amends to the boss by bringing home the next generation of that camp–your child. She doesn’t care about you or the father as much as she does the unborn.


    Becky sighed. Not true. Angela cares about all life, even the bad.


    Her demon cackled. She’s changed. Can’t you see it in their thoughts? She just wants your baby.


     


    Downstairs, Jeff stopped, head rotating toward the loft. “She’s gone mad.”


    Seth grimaced. That didn’t take long. He’d been hoping his impression was wrong.


    “It’s not.” Jeff didn’t lower his voice. “She’s dangerous.”


    “Only to herself when she’s alone.”


    “Wrong.” Jeff opened the door and pointed his rifle at the tall, lanky man coming up the steps. “She’s a danger to all of us now. The best thing you can do is provide mercy.”


    “She’s pregnant!” Seth yelled. “And I don’t kill the innocent!”


    “Is she?” Jeff kept working the moment as the stranger stopped and lifted his hands.


    Seth wanted to say yes and couldn’t. Becky had killed their hostage while trying to get details about the UN camp. Once they’d arrived here, Becky’s stability had crumbled. The sight of kids, of girls, being tortured and raped, sold off to troops and survivors, had brought Rick back to her in a hurry. The nightmares had come steadily.


    “Later.” Jeff didn’t want to get distracted by their drama. “Right now, we have other issues.”


    The tracker grinned, showing beautiful white teeth and cruel glee. “Yes, you do. No one leaves without permission. If you try, my friend will call in help.”


    “What do you want?” Seth asked, sensing Jeff getting ready to lunge at the man. He was hoping to spot the guy’s teammate when Jeff went out.


    Jeff glared at Seth as the tracker retreated. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    Seth realized he’d given away the plan and groaned. “It’s been too long!”


    The tracker backed behind the cover of the hummer, aware of Jeff scanning him again, searching for another opportunity. “We’re going to talk and then we’ll all pile into this hummer and go meet the base commander. If you argue, we’ll take in your bodies and the boss will still get your kids.”


    Seth’s eyes widened. He thinks–


    Jeff elbowed Seth in the kidney.


    Seth recoiled, clutching his side. “Damn it!”


    Jeff eyed the tracker. The man was stocky and tall, with scars and worn clothing implying he liked his job too much to stop for a shower and a shave. He didn’t appear to be insane, however. The man looked hard yet reasonable.


    “I am.” Bret waved his empty hand. “When people cooperate, I’m not mean. No reason to be.”


    Descendant number one, Jeff marked. He caught sight of a shadow on the ground, showing a lanky man on the roof.


    Bret gestured. “Liam there isn’t as kind. When he goes through that window and finds a female, of any age, it’ll get ugly. Call her down and we’ll leave before that can happen.”


    Seth staggered toward the steps. “Come down!”


    Jeff kicked Seth’s ankle. “Shut up!”


    “We’re coming!” Becky shouted.


    The tracker on the roof roared.


    Glass shattered.


    “Too late.” Bret laughed at their dismay.


    Jeff shot him mid chuckle.


    Doug pounded up the stairs.


    Seth stared in surprise at Jeff. “What happened?”


    “Wait…”


    “Let go or die!”


    Becky’s shout got Seth to his feet, but Jeff had hurt him enough that he couldn’t run up the stairs.


    “You’d get there in time to be shot.” Jeff waited to holster in case Becky had bitten off more than she could chew.


    Bang!


    “All clear!” Becky called a second later.


    Good girl. Jeff holstered and went outside to make sure the two men had been alone.


    Doug and Becky came down the stairs and went to the small bedroom. They both had a giggling boy over their shoulder, tickling them to distract from what they’d witnessed. She and Jeff hadn’t been sure where the gunplay would happen, but they’d agreed it was most likely to happen on the ground floor.


    Jeff nodded at the girl as he came inside and fastened the door. “Good act.”


    Becky didn’t feel like she deserved the praise. “I am sorry. I didn’t know we had a tail.”


    “Jennifer told us trackers can get through most mental walls and pick up conversations easier. You didn’t know.”


    “No, but I do now.” Becky went to Seth, helping him massage the cramp from his side. “I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you. It happened too fast.”


    “You knew they were here?”


    Becky nodded. “I picked up Jeff’s memories about Crista as we hit the property. He was worrying over me being caught in the crossfire. I showed him how I would handle it and he agreed.”


    “How did you keep the tracker from seeing the images?”


    “We didn’t. There just wasn’t time for him to figure out what it meant. We had to act fast.”


    Jeff held out a hand to Seth. “You’ll live. Get up here and take a shift at the window.”


    Seth laughed and then groaned as Jeff pulled him up. “Did you have to be so mean?”


    “Yes.”


    “Yes.”


    Jeff and Becky chuckled at their simultaneous answers.


    “That duo was sharp. It had to be real.”


    “Well, I won’t be running into the encampment, that’s for sure.” Seth hated being out of the loop.


    “We’re not running in.” Jeff had already swept their minds for details on the camp. “Watch the door while I cook. We’ll have a meal and a smoke, and talk about it.”


    Seth took the spot, limping, as Doug dragged the upstairs body to the shattered window and shoved it out.


    Becky regarded Jeff. “What do you want me to do?”


    Jeff shrugged. “Same as you were before.”


    Becky went to the rear window to help Seth keep watch.


    Pleased with how things had gone, Jeff opened his kit and began digging in it. The UN troops might know they were coming when the tracker didn’t return, but Jeff doubted it. The tracker had been filthy. He hadn’t seen a camp in a while, but it didn’t matter. The three dozen kids in that base were spending their last hours in captivity. Come dawn, they would be free. There was no way Jeff could walk from this killing field. His honor demanded that he do something.


    “What do we do now? Run?” Doug wanted to know what came next. He had no faith that just four of them could take over a UN camp.


    “The kids are waiting for us.” Jeff kept digging. “It would be rude to disappoint them.”


    Becky grinned, watching him pull out the ingredients for a nice stew. “Are we using explosives?”


    “No need.” Jeff shrugged. “I forgot who we are for a minute. We just have to let them feel us.”


    “We can’t use magic!” Seth waved. “They’ll all come.”


    “No. Just a good team to bring us in.”


    “A team we’ll take over and turn against them?” Becky liked mind games.


    Doug chuckled, while Seth frowned deeper.


    Jeff sighed. Coldblooded women are hot. Guess it isn’t just the ladies who like a bad boy. “How about we kill our escorts when we get to the entrance of their camp? From there, we’ll do what we do best.”
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    Knock-knock!


    Everyone at the table quieted. They’d only been finished eating for a few minutes.


    It would have been rude to interrupt your last meal. The male tracker’s voice in all their minds was amused. Open the door.


    Jeff and Becky shared a fast, unhappy glance. Neither of them was getting anything from the person knocking on the door. Their shield was too strong.


    Doug stood up and got his boys back into the loft. They made noises that couldn’t be helped.


    Seth waited to see what Jeff wanted to do.


    So did Becky. Unlike the act earlier, she knew she couldn’t handle this one.


    Jeff gathered power to blast the person off the porch.


    Becky swung the door open so he had a clear view.


    “Stop!” Seth shoved through them and scrambled down the dusty porch stairs, almost falling. “My baby!”


    There was no doubt about the redheaded child’s parentage. Even her dimples were identical.


    The people behind her were blurs outlined in headlights. Becky counted 20 shadows in UN uniforms, with weapons and leers implying they were enjoying this moment.


    Becky and Jeff let the power fade as they observed Seth’s reunion with his daughter. The child knew who he was, but she wasn’t crying or even hugging him back. She’s following orders, Jeff thought.


    Becky gave him a subtle nod. She thought so too.


    In a shield, the group of UN troops observed them with smirks and guns aimed at the child. Leading the group was a tracker none of the Safe Haven people had ever met or heard of, but instantly feared.


    Jon delivered a cruel grin with his simple demands. “You three come. We don’t want your others. They can go.”


    Jeff was relieved the kids weren’t being taken. He nodded toward his pack as he lowered his gun.


    Doug understood. He stayed in the doorway to block the kids from view and reach.


    Jon gestured toward Becky. “Get your man and come. He is expendable. Do not take your time.”


    Becky came down the steps and took Seth’s arm, glaring.


    Seth, daughter in his arms and tears on his face, missed all of it. He went where Becky shoved him.


    Jeff followed, scanning the tracker and the troops. He wasn’t comforted by the robotic thoughts of the group. They had one mission right now: Bring in the powerful descendants who’d stumbled onto their location. Kill the rest.


    Jeff looked back at Doug. He couldn’t speak, but he could communicate.


    Doug watched Jeff’s hands, heart pounding as he realized it was a lie. He and the boys were going to be killed.


    Jeff didn’t like the odds, but he presumed the group would split up. Half would escort them and half would stay to handle Doug.


    They’ll use fire, Becky informed him, mind plotting. Get them to lower the shield. I’ll take the tracker.


    When their enemies didn’t react to Becky’s message, it gave Jeff hope that she really was as strong as she claimed to be. Deciding to take the chance, Jeff lifted his gun and aimed at the boss. “I want your word she won’t be hurt.”


    Jon waved toward the small jeep in the rear of troops on bikes. “We even brought a safer ride. She’s carrying a child. We won’t harm her.”


    “You’re collecting children. Why?” Jeff was hoping for information to take back when the mission was over.


    Jon kept pace as Becky pushed Seth toward the ride. “I follow orders. Someone else will have to answer that.”


    Becky tried to help. “You know, though. There’s no way you don’t.”


    “You can’t trick me into a moral switch. I don’t care why they want the kids.” Jon lowered his shield, tiring, and pointed at the jeep. “Get in there and I’ll spare the mountain man. My word.”


    Becky didn’t feel a lie, but she couldn’t be sure. She looked at Jeff.


    Jeff had been practicing his gift. He dug into the tracker’s mind, searching for another lie.


    Jon knew they’d picked up the plans. “I mean it.”


    Satisfied, Jeff and Becky got Seth and his girl into the jeep.


    Doug observed with his hand on the butt of his gun. He had a plan he was refusing to think about so it didn’t give him away.


    Jon scrutinized Doug without speaking. He didn’t need to. It was a clear warning not to make a move.


    Doug didn’t, though he wanted to. He had faith that trio could handle themselves. His mission was to keep Roy and Romeo safe.


    Jon strolled to his jeep, waving his protection into the other vehicles. “Wise decision. They wouldn’t last long if they can’t fight.”


    The images Becky pulled from the tracker’s thoughts matched what she’d witnessed. The kids were being used in all forms of entertainment, including fighting. She slid into the warm seat and tolerated a dark-skinned man with a large leer tossing a blanket over her.


    “You’ll be nice and warm, Miss.” He shut the door.


    Becky used the blanket to hide her firearm from view, though she was certain most of them already knew she had one. Out of sight, out of mind.


    Seth got into the rear with Becky, still crying and clutching his daughter. The girl tolerated it, but her attention stayed on Jon.


    Not good. Jeff got into the passenger seat of the jeep with his gun still in hand, surprised they hadn’t been disarmed. He was also worried over it. “So what happens now?”


    Jon got behind the wheel. “Talks and threats, beatings and blood. Or you could just agree to help us conquer the troublesome refugee camp that you came from and then we’ll have drinks and dinner while we watch a fight.”


    Jeff snapped his mouth shut.


    Becky brought down a thick wall.


    Jon smirked. “I knew you were those people! I could smell the American spirit.” His grin faded, contempt coming forward. “It stinks.”


    Jon started the engine and drove the jeep into the darkness.


    As soon as they were out of sight, Doug packed the boys into the hummer and went to where he and Jeff had hidden the jeep they came in.


     


    Allan snapped to attention as the hummer pulled in, recognizing it. Jeff had tracked the shiny vehicle for days before dropping him here and going in on foot to make contact. Allan hurried over as he realized it was Doug in the hummer, with the boys.


    “Where’s Jeff?” Allan was dressed in full fighting gear and had his rifle in hand. He was ready for action.


    The cabin behind him looked as empty as it had when they’d arrived. Jeff had insisted they stay packed, that they wouldn’t be here long. He was right. “They were taken.” Doug hurried the children out of the hummer and into the jeep. “Come on. We have a run to make.”


    “What happened?”


    “Becky was in more trouble than Angela thought.”
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    “You ready?” Jeff looked over his shoulder at Becky as they neared the gate to the UN camp.


    Becky nodded.


    Jon frowned. “Do not try anything. We will be in the camp in sec–”


    Jeff stabbed his knife into the tracker’s throat and grabbed the wheel.


    Becky brought up a shield around the jeep as their escort realized what was happening and opened fire.


    Seth added his strength to hers as Jeff steered the jeep toward a cliff on one side of the access road.


    The jeep smacked into the wall and bounced, scattering small debris and liquid. Smoke billowed up.


    Slugs slammed into the jeep in rapid succession. Becky shrank the shield to only protect the people. It required more energy than she had to cover the vehicle too.


    Jeff pushed his shield out to cover the gas tank before the troops could target it. There was no way to know if the men were using tracer rounds that would cause an explosion. Normal slugs wouldn’t create a spark, but the burning phosphorus in the rear of the tracer rounds would send them all up in a fireball.


    Seth was already exhausted of energy. He hefted his weapon and joined Jeff in shooting.


    Seth’s daughter didn’t react to the din. She did catch her father’s fear and stayed beneath his big arm, but she didn’t flinch, telling Seth she couldn’t hear it.


    The little girl glanced up at him. I’m blocking. Kimmie taught me how to cover pain.


    He was both relieved and horrified. Seth stopped firing and covered the girl’s ears with his hands as the noise increased. The troops were trying larger weapons now. The gunfire was deafening. It rolled over the valleys and canyons, alerting everyone within miles that death had come for someone. Survivors in the area fled with only the clothes on their backs.


    In the distance, Yellowstone continued to spew lava and smoke, echoing the fury of the people on the ground.


    Jeff didn’t think they could hold on until the men ran out of ammo and even if they could, backup would arrive soon. It was now or never. Jeff shoved the door open, letting go of the shield.


    Becky groaned under the weight of keeping the shield up by herself.


    Jeff grabbed a grenade from his pocket, flipping the pin. He tossed it toward the cluster of troops and cars blocking them against the wall. Then he took off running.


    Most of the troops who hadn’t been in range gave chase, entering the danger zone.


    The explosion thundered through the evening air, sending body parts across the site.


    Becky gagged as gore hit the jeep.


    Seth hugged his daughter.


    Jeff turned toward the UN camp, waiting for a reaction.​
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    “Get my transport!”


    Mario didn’t take the fancy gear from his tent, but he did grab his work diary. It detailed each shipment of children who’d been processed here and where those kids were sent. His masters would want this book more than they would want him. For now. Later, they will make statues of me and I will be honored in parades and with women. All I have to do is give them Safe Haven, and I’m almost ready to close the trap on that last holdout.


    Mario grabbed his dusty kit and stuffed in the diary as he ran to the vehicle area. He was aware of the smirks and concern of those he passed. The kids in this camp had been vaccinated. The disease was spreading. The nightly fights had encouraged a faster evolution, as had the various antipsychotic cocktails that weren’t so anti in the side effects. It kept the kids sleepy in the day and ramped them up at night. The UN planners had insisted that these children needed to be tough enough to survive and infect others.


    Mario had followed orders. He didn’t care that the watching kids would rip him apart with their teeth if they got the chance. He also wasn’t afraid of the abused troops who would do the same. Mario’s shield had never been broken and his partner was vicious in his defense of their orders. The higher powers had wanted to be positive this plan succeeded.


    Mario motioned his security team toward the cages. “Stay and protect our valuables.” He pointed at Oscar. “You drive.”


    Oscar hopped behind the wheel.


    Mario regarded his XO, sorry to leave his partner. “You have command.”


    Anton snapped a salute, then signaled troops into place around the pens holding the three dozen children. Little faces glowered in loathing as they waited to be released for the nightly fights.


    Anton was aware of the danger from a few of the larger kids who had gotten good at killing, but he was an enforcer and he liked using his gifts on their little friend. When he hurt Kimmie, the others fell in line.


    Captive kids gathered at the bars of the cages, silent, with haunted eyes and scarred skin. Until now, nothing had rattled Mario.


    Anton increased the strength of his shield in case he’d underestimated any of the test subjects. They didn’t keep descendant children in camp for that reason. They were always sent to the international detention center, but there was a tiny chance of an Invisible in any group, who could evolve at any time.


    In the far corner of the center cage, Kimmie stood. “I’m free!”


    The kids around her dropped out of the crossfire, like she was now silently ordering them to do, against their protests.


    Anton spun around as his fear was confirmed. Kimmie had fooled him. She was more dangerous than any of the children now coming out of their pens to surround her with protection. She loved blood and she was one of his favorite targets.


    “Lock the doors! Lock the doors!” Anton watched in horror as the rest of the children rushed out before the troops could do it. The pens had just been unlocked for evening activities.


    Kimmie stepped forward with fire gathering on her hands. “The alpha said I can kill you now.” The little girl grinned maliciously.


    Braced to take the hit, Anton screamed as fire flew toward a cluster of troops across camp. “No! Get down!”


    Anton’s teenage son was hit in the legs and flamed up like a match. The boy was on the refueling crew and always ended the shift covered in it through his clumsiness.


    Kimmie fired again, this time aiming for the frantic father running toward his burning son. Panicking, Anton had dropped his barrier.


    His body arched as her flames wrapped around him like a hand and began to squeeze. The fire fingers burnt their way through his stomach as his son fell over, both letting out piercing shrieks.


    All around them, troops and kids stopped and stared.


    The stillness held for two seconds while Kimmie picked her next target.


    Troops took off running.


    Fresh flames and screams lit up the night.


     


    Mario motioned his driver to keep going when the man slowed at the awful sounds. He hadn’t suspected an Invisible among the children, but he hadn’t cared enough to search this last batch as deeply as he should have. The kids were contagious. If they escaped and scattered, they wouldn’t have to drop them off at the mapped sites. That would take longer to finish infecting the country, but it would still succeed.


    Mario signaled his driver to take the rear road. Cleverly covered by a camo tarp, the disguised entrance appeared to be a boulder. Oscar drove through it.


    The tarp caught on the front of the truck and then flew into the air.


    Mario and Oscar disappeared into the dusty night as their men were killed by the kids that they’d all tormented. They were getting justice for the four groups who were already processed since landing on American soil a month after the war. They were also getting their first real-life test of the disease. After this, they would evolve faster. While in camp, the children had only killed upon command or with permission. From now on, the monsters he’d created would make that call for themselves. Mario was proud. I’ll be welcomed home with honor.
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    “No mercy!”


    Mario’s men were stunned. They’d never considered this would happen. They were big, strong, had weapons...and it didn’t matter. They killed some of the kids in the front, but the others swarmed the troops and took their guns. From watching, the children knew exactly how to use them.


    The dark skyline around the camp flashed with gunshots and fires, then explosions as the older kids found more powerful weapons. Smoke blew over the bodies and fires, carrying nose-curling odors to the adults waiting at the entrance to the camp.


    “They’re just kids!” Becky struggled against Jeff’s hand on her arm. “We have to stop them from killing.”


    “It’s too late for that.” Jeff spotted familiar headlights flashing their way and taillights fleeing west. Instinct said to follow those taillights, but they needed the ride more. He shoved Becky toward Seth so he could flag Doug.


    Seth was forced to let go of his child and catch Becky to keep her from falling. In that time, Doug pulled up and blocked Becky’s path into the camp unless she wanted to climb over the hummer.


    Jeff sneered as he walked by the hummer. The squat, odd shaped windows allowed no room for firing. The roof wasn’t made of metal. The tires stuck out from the wheel well nearly half a foot. The rear window was half the normal size, cutting off more room to fire. And it was yellow. What were you thinking?


    Seth dropped his head. I just wanted to make her happy.


    Doug hid a snicker. “Allan is bringing better transportation. Should be along shortly.”


    Jeff scanned the road to the camp. He’d expected troops by now.


    Becky glared at Jeff. “They’re not sparing anyone.”


    “Good.”


    Becky slapped the Hummer. “They shouldn’t be killing!”


    Jeff didn’t care. He wanted the kids to have justice.


    “You don’t understand what this will do.” Becky shoved out of Seth’s distracted grip and knelt by his daughter. “Tell him.”


    Seth tried to grab the child from Becky, but the little girl pushed him away. She peered up at Jeff. “They’ll hurt you. All of you. Get out of here.”


    Seth recoiled at the adult tone and words. “You’re coming with us!”


    Jeff pointed at the road. “Those kids were captives here and so was your daughter. They get to make their own choices now.”


    “I go where Kimmie goes!” Seth’s daughter ran toward the road into camp.


    Becky caught the girl and swung her onto a hip, ignoring the tiny fists and tiny power. “They’re coming. Hush now. Your Kimmie’s coming.”


    The girl did, soothed.


    Becky scanned the small group of kids and found one descendant. The little girl in front, wearing the red skirt and red top... Becky blanched as she realized the girl’s clothes were actually yellow, but coated in blood. She could see it when the girl swiveled to be sure all the kids were with her.


    They’re all like that. Jeff was also scanning. Don’t view them as kids. They’re freedom fighters who’ve just won their first battle.


    The girl in the lead was now lighting the path by setting the brush ablaze on either side of it. Jeff hoped that was to burn the camp. He would have ordered it anyway.


    “You don’t order anything.” Kimmie locked eyes with him as she came forward, leading her kids. “It’s good you’re not like the others, but don’t forget who I am.”


    Fearless... No. Terrified of fighting her own kind instead of getting to know them. The girl’s mind was easy for him to read. She’s in pain. Jeff didn’t like that.


    Jeff turned from the kids. He went to the few wounded troops and began snatching lifeforces. “You don’t need that. You didn’t use it right. Oh, let go!”


    Kimmie observed in horror as the hard descendant drained the troops and then marched back toward her. The other kids shook, fearing more pain, but Kimmie prepared to do battle.


    You know what I want. Jeff turned it over to his demon. He watched in amazement as the entity split the lifeforces in the air and then delivered them. Then he was forced to brace as the energy drain started.


    Kimmie paused as she realized the man was healing her and the other kids. All of them had scrapes and scratches, but many also had broken bones and cuts from the fighting. She was shocked.


    The demon blasted the split forces toward the kids.


    Jeff directed the demon to hit the girl in the front the hardest, sending more of his energy.


    Kimmie arched as power sank in, stronger than any she’d ever felt. That’s his. She identified Jeff by the feeling she would always place with him now. Her next level of gifts popped out in a fiery shield the other kids shrank from.


    Kimmie examined her fire hands in awe, then beamed at Jeff. “Thank you!”


    Jeff nodded, gasping at the effort. He was glad it was done. The squeezing on his chest wasn’t pleasant.


    Headlights flashed.


    “That’s our ride.” Doug pointed at the bus flying toward them. “Who wants to go to Safe Haven?”


    The kids cheered, except Kimmie.


    Allan stopped the bus. Roy and Romeo were duct taped to the seat behind him–the best he could do to ensure they didn’t go flying around as he hurried to arrive in time to help. Looks like I missed all the action.


    Jeff led the way to the bus, glad the children wanted to go. He couldn’t imagine trying to force them after everything they’d been through.


    Kimmie took Jeff’s hand as the kids started climbing onto the bus.


    Jeff felt her warmth enter his heart and light up dark places. He looked at her. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”


    Kimmie increased her light. “You’re here now.”


    Jeff tugged her to his side, nodding. “Yes, sweetheart. I am. You’ll make it to Safe Haven in a few days and then no one will ever hurt you again.”


    Kimmie led him away from the bus.


    Jeff felt dread welling up in his throat. Her mind filled with conversations from the troops.


    “We’re a trap.” Kimmie dropped her head. “I couldn’t do it. You have to.”


    Jeff shook his head at the awful image she’d sent. “I can’t do that. I won’t.”


    Kimmie liked him for the choice, but she put her hands on her hips. “You have to! This disease is meant to kill off the survivors. A bus of kids is a small price to pay to stop that. Rage is a terrible emotion.”


    Jeff thought of Kendle and a few others who were showing signs of madness, like Becky. He sighed, leading the girl back to the bus. “It’s too late to stop it. All we can do is try to fight it.”


    Kimmie began to cry.


    Jeff picked the girl up, growing furious as her hot tears dripped onto his neck. I want them all dead for this!


    So do I. Becky was keeping track of the conversation. She didn’t mind the idea of adults doing it. Maybe we should stay behind when the boat leaves and do some cleaning without the boss stopping us with rules.


    Jeff wanted to, but the child in his arms needed him. He could feel it. “No, I’m ready to take a trip now, I think.”


    Becky frowned, realizing Jeff wasn’t as tortured anymore. That was fast. She scrutinized the girl, spotting a smirk and the possessive clutch on his arm. Becky grinned. “Okay.”


    Kimmie bared her fangs at Becky as Jeff carried her onto the bus.


    Becky laughed. “That’ll be fun to watch.”


    Seth nudged Becky toward the bus door too. “Does that mean you’re staying or going?”


    Becky’s mirth faded. She stepped onto the bus behind Jeff.  “That has not been revealed.”


    Jeff grunted. “I hate that answer.”


    Kimmie immediately vowed to use different words. Whatever Jeff wanted, he would get. She’d been around thousands of people in her lifetime and all of them had failed her in one way or another. Jeff had healed her and her friends with lifeforces–against their rules. She would always be loyal to him now. Not even the alpha would have this bond with her.


    Jeff caught the thought and grinned. That’ll drive Angela crazy.


    “Get down!”


    A gunshot echoed through the darkness, shattering a window near Jeff.


    Allan slumped over.


    Jeff let go of the girl and spun around to catch Allan as he fell from the seat.


    More shots rang out as a patrol returned from rounds and found the scene.


    Becky hopped over her team and got the bus door shut. She forced the vehicle into motion in a series of shrieks and grinds. Her lessons hadn’t included busses yet, but the hummer was a stick too.


    Jeff tried to find the strength to stop Allan from dying, but there wasn’t time. The neck shot took his life in seconds.


    “Guess I didn’t miss it…” Allan stopped breathing. His body relaxed.


    “Damn it!” Jeff punched the seat. He was too drained to help and they didn’t have any other lifeforces to spare.


    Kids flinched.


    Kimmie stepped forward. She placed a hand on the dead man’s arm and closed her lids.


    Allan jerked upward, breath coming in a huge gasp…


    Kimmie grunted, straining.


    Jeff took her arm, shaking his head. “We don’t do that after they die.”


    Kimmie let go, tears in her eyes. “Because they might come back empty?”


    Jeff nodded. He understood the girl had wanted to ease his pain. He sighed, locking it away. A lot of his misery would have to be chained up now or he wouldn’t be able to go with them to the island. His misery was too vivid, too tangible, to be running loose.


    “I could keep you company.” Kimmie went to the seat when he pointed. “Until you find a friend.”


    Jeff’s heart broke this time. He could feel the girl’s loneliness. He closed Allan’s eyes and stood up. Sorry, my friend. I’ll make sure Angela knows you died with honor. “How about I keep you company until you pick a guide in Safe Haven?”


    Kimmie nodded, happy with anything he wanted to give.


    Jeff held onto the brace pole as Becky got them out of range of the horse-bound troops who only wanted to reach the burning encampment now. “I hope we can add a few. One of them is Jennifer. She’s been through this. She can help you.”


    “No one can help me.” Kimmie’s tone was so grim it was eerie. “I’ll have a short life of rage and have to be put down so I don’t hurt the innocent.”


    Jeff couldn’t take her acceptance of that awful fate. “I’ll find a way to help you.” He put a hand on her thin shoulder, also vowing to fatten her up once he got her to Angela. “All of you.”


    If it had come from anyone else, Kimmie would have accused them of lying or at least thought it. Because it was her new hero, she gave him a nod and let it go.


    Jeff felt the weight of that choice settle onto his shoulders and found he could handle it. As much as he liked kids, if something went wrong, it wouldn’t compare to losing Crista and his unborn child. He could do this job.


    That’s why she sent me, he realized, dropping into the adjacent seat. Instead of being furious, Jeff was relieved. He now had a hope for his future. It might be enough to let him go on trying to live through the black hole in his heart where his tiny family had existed for so short a time.


    “We need to bury him.” Becky was still crying. She hated death.


    Seth patted her shoulder and held tight to his daughter. “We will on the first stop. It’s Eagle rules.”


    “I don’t want to hear about Eagle rules!” The teenager wiped at her cheeks. “Out here, it’s just us.”


    Seth shook his head. “Not right now, okay?”


    Becky fell silent, stewing over the past and the future.


    Amy twisted in Seth’s arms to look at him. “Tell us about the alpha.”


    “Later, Bella. Try to rest.” Seth wanted the girl to sleep while he foraged through kits for a healthy meal. She was malnourished and that meant she had to be tired.


    “I’m Amy now!” She slid onto the cold seat next to him and then walked into the aisle. “Will you tell us about the alpha?”


    Doug shook his head. “I’m not one of you. I can’t.”


    Amy slapped his leg. “Liar!”


    “We want a story!” one of the other kids shouted from behind Doug.


    “Stop it!” Romeo ordered, standing up. “We don’t act like this in Safe Haven. Angela not allows it. You better follow the rules!”


    “Angela doesn’t allow it.” Doug tugged the boy onto the seat, but the other kids quieted and looked to the Mexican child for more.


    Romeo followed the orders he’d been given during the meetings with Angela–spread the rules and help enforce them. “I’ll tell you and you will start practicing so you fit in when we get there.”


    “You’ll.” Doug tried to act like it was any other day, but he was already worried about his boys being able to interact with these new children.


    Kimmie nodded respectfully and sat forward to listen.


    The adults were surprised by the immediate obedience. It was spooky how even the non-magic kids were desperate for any information on the alpha.


    “They’re picking it up from me.” Kimmie scratched at drying blood on her arm. “Sorry. There hasn’t been a free alpha in a long time.”


    “How are you connected to Angela already?” Jeff was curious how it all worked. Exploring things alone was hard.


    “We’re not meant to do it alone. We are part of a whole, even when separated, but alphas call with their very presence. We were made to serve.”


    “What if your alpha is corrupt?”


    “She’s not!” Kimmie lowered her voice at Jeff’s tightening grip on the kit he was now digging through. “You see her that way because you refuse to submit to her will, but in the end, all will serve the alpha and we will have peace.”


    She scanned me for that information and I didn’t even know it. Jeff hid a smile. “Peace. For how long?”


    “Forever.” Kimmie sensed his scorn. “Honest. This generation will lead the future into the utopias that were never possible before.”


    “By magic, by force.”


    “With hard love.” Kimmie took the water he handed her and gave it to Amy. The youngest member of their group was roaming the aisle, staggering whenever the bus hit debris. Amy had energy to work off. Kimmie understood. She was fighting that same urge to get up and go wild. “The alpha loves all people even as she or he destroys them for their wicked ways.”


    Jeff was impressed with the girl’s intelligence, but he didn’t like the words. “That sounds like a God, not a human.”


    “Yes.”


    Jeff frowned, hands pausing. “She’s not a God.”


    “Who are you to know?” Kimmie sat back in the seat to find a better position and avoid the next item he would shove at her. This way, he would have to give it to her kids first.


    “I just know.”


    The girl let out a derisive noise. “She has amazing power, no one understands her, and they all fear her. Plus, according to your thoughts, she communicates with the next level, with the Messenger for the Creator. She may not be a god yet, but she’s not human anymore either–not on your level or mine. She’s above us.”


    Jeff didn’t answer. He couldn’t because he was equally torn between excitement and furious denial. That can’t be right... Can it?
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    In the South


    “Something’s happening.” Zack groaned as Adrian shifted him into a piggyback position. The pain in his broken ribs outweighed all the other injuries and discomforts.


    “Hang on. We’re almost there.”


    “My team...” Zack held on as Adrian walked down the dark beach.


    “You’re the last one.”


    Zack responded by shuddering. His fever and infection were growing in equally terrifying rates. The rest of the rescued men were a short distance from here, with Adrian’s small team. They’d taken turns relocating Zack’s men a little at a time to avoid attracting the attention of the trackers in the warehouse. They didn’t have enough men or gear for an outright fight. That would come with the convoy’s arrival.


    Shouting echoed from inside the warehouse.


    A door creaked as it opened.


    The surf roared, spraying them both in cold salt water that rolled off already drenched clothes. The dark sky didn’t allow him to see far, making this a treacherous run. Gators were all along this shore, nesting in the sandy reeds and beneath the ramps to various docks.


    Adrian brought up his shield and concentrated on one step at a time, not glancing ahead or back. The sand was wet and heavy, filling his socks and shoes with scratching glass shards and bugs that he had no time to dislodge. Cold rain beat against his back while the wind shoved against his front. Coming in off the ocean, it was stiffer than he was used to.


    Adrian sank into deep sand and fell; his shield vanished.


    Zack dropped to the wet grit, groaning at the agony in his ribs.


    Adrian fell into the surf. Shallow, it still came over his face and sent water into his mouth and up his nose.


    Adrian pushed upward, hands sinking into the shore bottom. He remembered not to cough out the water, but he couldn’t help the gag.


    Shouts echoed, louder.


    Closer. Adrian grabbed Zack and put him over a shoulder again as lightning flashed across the sky.


    Sure could use a distraction. Adrian staggered down the beach with his man.


    Zack held in a groan, alert enough to understand they were in danger, but he couldn’t stop the shakes and shudders wracking his body.


    Adrian spotted the single glint from his team to help him find the way to the little shack. He grimaced as fresh shouts came from behind him. He hoped his team was ready like he’d told them to be. When he’d come back out for Zack, Adrian had felt something about to go wrong.


    Harry reached Adrian and took Zack’s weight. He’d been unable to wait. The men from the warehouse were out searching with lights that were occasionally flashing in this direction. “We’re ready to fight, Boss.”


    Adrian grunted as they hit the door to the tiny shed and piled inside the rotting darkness. The beach hut was barely standing, but it would keep them from being seen until the trouble was too close to avoid their bullets–if Adrian could shield them from the return fire.


    Adrian drew on his love for Angela to fuel the shield. He imagined her expression when she arrived to find her men alive and the bad guys already dead so that she didn’t have to do it. In her heart, a dark spot might lighten. Adrian wanted to spend the rest of his life doing that until she only saw a white wall when she thought of him. He could almost feel Marc’s arrogant smirk denying that, but it didn’t matter. Angela had a forgiving heart. In time, she would allow him to sit beside her without rancor or bias.


    The rest of the team stayed still and tried not to think about anything. When Adrian gave the word, they would attack. Fury was rising in their tired limbs to prepare them for it.


    The storm broke open, flooding the area with sheets of rain that blew men off their feet. It prevented sight as well as walking.


    “We’ll come back!”


    “Dolly saw something out here!”


    “The bodies are still on the wall! I’m going in!”


    The trackers and fighters retreated as the weather continued to worsen.


    The teams in the shack made sounds of relief and hatred.


    “Something went wrong.” Zack came alert all at once. “Someone’s dead.”


    “Not in Safe Haven.” Adrian covered Zack with the emergency blanket that Harry handed him, hoping the shiny material didn’t draw fresh attention of the bastards inside the warehouse. They’d removed the live men from the wall but left the dead. During the storm, the noise had been covered. They were now half a mile away, but good glasses might still be able to spot something shiny through the cracks in the rotting planks of this shack. If they got a guaranteed sighting, the weather wouldn’t keep the bad guys in that warehouse. The prize was too valuable.


    Zack wanted to help his men, but two days nailed to the wall of the warehouse had done him in. He’d also been beaten before that, which had provided the cracked ribs. He considered himself better off than Carl, who had died next to him as the rain started.


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.”


    “Not your fault. I led them into a trap.”


    Adrian grunted, now wrapping Zack’s bleeding hands. “It happens, Eagle. You’ve seen it before. No one can cover everything.”


    “I was stupid.” Zack held in a moan as Adrian tied the bandage and Harry worked on the other side. “They walked up like they wanted to talk. I d-didn’t suspect a thing until they started shooting.”


    “Can you give me details on them?”


    “About 30. Lot of weapons. They were s-speeding, too. Not certain on what, but the woman was drooling during the fight.” Zack shut his lids as the rain increased. “They need to be put down.”


    “They will be.”


    “Safe Haven’s close?”


    “Yes.” Adrian took out long strips for binding Zack’s ribs.


    Zack shivered as Harry pulled back the thin blanket. “If we don’t, she will.”


    “She’s in a mood right now.” Adrian tried to be gentle as he worked. “It would be better if we handled it or the entire wharf might go up in flames.”


    “Something happened with her?” Zack had already forgotten. His brain was spinning from the pain and fever.


    “Trouble in the west.” Adrian wrapped the strips tight, listening for new trouble. “Doug’s group is on the way home now. He might have reached Seth by now and triggered whatever is happening.”


    “Can you see it?”


    “No.” Adrian opened another bandage, growing angrier with every moan from the injured men. “Boss said no unapproved searching. Trackers might be around.”


    Zack tried to stay alert, but relief was rushing over his aching limbs, bringing the need for sleep. “W-what’s a tracker again?”


    “A low power descendant who tracks others like themselves to kidnap or kill.”


    “Sounds like a b-bunch of assholes.”


    Adrian chuckled, moving to help Ramer. “We’ve had a few on our trail since we left the mountain. These warehouse people are connected somehow.”


    “That explains them knowing we were coming.”


    “But their information line cut off after the naval base. No one came to rescue you right away, so the men here may think they’re on their own.”


    “They are.”


    “Yes, but I can feel a tracker, so we’ll have at least one descendant to deal with during the fight.”


    “Why can’t he sense you?”


    “She.” Adrian tied the bandage tight. Ramer would recover, but Adrian wasn’t sure about Scott. “She’s drunk right now. Should pass out soon.”


    Zack’s head rolled to the side as he passed out.


    Adrian was relieved. Zack would also survive, but it would be painful while those ribs healed. Scott’s injuries went beyond the also broken ribs and the dozens of stitches Adrian was about to put in. He had internal issues. A descendant could heal him if Angela allowed it, but not until the threats in the warehouse were gone. The woman tracker was drunk, but magic use so close to that building would bring her on the run.


    “Boss is gonna be upset.” Harry had helped Adrian pull the nails and spikes from their men to remove them from the wall. He was furious. He hoped Angela laid waste to this place.


    “We need the buildings while we prep the boat.”


    “Still.” Harry didn’t like it.


    Adrian nodded. He’d been through this horror so many times now that he was almost numb, but the rage was there. He’d learned not to act on it until the proper time. Angela could still be brought to fury at even simple horror. In time, she would toughen up. Adrian was dreading that. He didn’t want her to be as cold as he was. The only time he felt the heat was with her or while fighting Marc. He used to compensate by spending time with the kids. Their joy would probably still bring smiles, but he’d been banished too long now for it to ease his pain. He’d passed the point of no return. All that was left to him now was making sure Angela led Safe Haven south.


    And waiting years for Marc to die so he could hold his woman once in willing passion. Even there, he was going to be disappointed. Adrian presumed Angela would let him have her at some point from grief and loneliness, and he had no doubt that she’d be thinking of the wolfman the entire time. There was no reason for light in Adrian’s heart. The future, cold and dark, offered little hope for his happiness. There was only duty and obsession now. Everything else is a lie meant to comfort the weaker people who can’t accept the truth, that real happiness is an illusion not reachable by all people. Only a lucky few attain it. The rest of humanity is destined to suffer without end.​


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Five



    I’m Not Adrian


     


     


     


    1


    “I need you to let me and the girl roll out.” Shawn braced for reactions. Since the fiasco with Tara, all senior men viewed him with suspicion, even his own teammates.


    The empty woods around them were perfect for an undercover drop, but Daryl frowned in the mirror. The pair had put on their winter gear a little while ago. Daryl had assumed they were cold. Many people were having trouble adjusting to the outside weather. “Code word?” He smothered the jealousy over Shawn getting that duty and not him or one of the others.


     “EBay.”


    Brittani chuckled. “Really?”


    Daryl slowed the jeep, waiting for Shawn to call the spot. The temperatures were cold, but not deadly unless you didn’t know what you were doing. Shawn was one of the highest level Eagles still alive from Adrian’s original teams. He knew what he was doing, and he clearly had approval from the boss.


    “That’s funny.”


    “It is.” Daryl slowed more, accounting for the little girl’s short legs. She wouldn’t be able to jump as far. “It’s also hard to copy. Most people have forgotten that company ever existed.”


    “I see the wisdom, but it’s still funny.”


    “Yeah. The boss has a good sense of humor most of the time.” Daryl didn’t say more, though he wanted to. Shawn and Missy had played car games for a while and then napped until about 15 minutes ago. When Shawn had started checking his gear and Missy had buttoned her long coat, Daryl had known something was happening, but he hadn’t expected a run. At their fast team meeting before leaving Ciemus, Kyle had told them to expect private missions from the boss to cover their arrival. He hadn’t told them why, but they’d all understood it was to catch everyone off guard.


    “We’ll go one minute from now.” Shawn tugged Missy’s hat over her ears. “I don’t know how you convinced the boss to let you come with me, but we’re going to talk about this when it’s all over. I don’t want you on runs. You got that?”


    Missy paled, but it was clear by her pout and crossed arms that she wasn’t scared. Brittani was watching her in the side mirror.


    “You’ll need me.”


    “Even if that’s true, I’m still talking to the boss about it. You can’t go on runs. You’re a child and you’re going to act like one.”


    “You can’t make me.” Missy’s lips went out further.


    Shawn sighed. “Yes, I can. I just don’t want to threaten you. I prefer to tell you the rules and have you follow them.”


    “You can’t dump me off on the camp.” Missy read his mind. “They don’t like me.”


    “Well, you are a snotty little brat.” Daryl’s tone was polite but firm. “You could try to be nice and that might change.”


    Brittani frowned at him. “Really?”


    Ah. She has two meanings for that word. I’ll watch for the tones. “Yes. Scan the memories. She’s been rough on everyone.”


    To counteract that, Missy let the woman see why she was being so mean.


    Brittani didn’t let it sway her completely, but there was no doubt it worked. She felt bad for the little girl who was being blamed for Angela losing her baby. Missy’s guardians had forced her to lie and manipulate the camp so they would be distracted and have an opportunity to kill Angela. They almost had and though they were gone, Missy wasn’t. “She’s a target.”


    Daryl nodded. “We keep certain people away from her for the most part, but I’m referring to the other children. Missy doesn’t like non-magic kids.”


    “We’re working on it.” Shawn couldn’t help but defend her. “It’s hard because they don’t like her either. They read the adult’s thoughts and transfer it to her even when playing. She’s shut out. After a few weeks of that, she started giving it back harder than she got it and now she won’t stop.”


    Brittani scowled. “Sounds like the kids are out of control.”


    “Sadly, they’re acting like what they are.” Daryl prepared for a cold draft. “They pick it up from us, all of us. We bleed it over them like a shroud and then expect them to act differently. It’s sad.”


    “I thought you didn’t like the girl.”


    “She just needs to be trained. That’s why the boss sent her out this time, I’d bet. Some of our kids won’t be able to just be kids. The war ruined that.”


    “Shawn says I can’t, but I don’t fit in anywhere else.” Missy’s eyes went all wide and teary. “I’m trying, and it doesn’t work.”


    “Later.” Shawn made sure he had her attention. “Remember how we practiced it while we packed the vehicles in Ciemus.”


    Missy smiled at him. “Don’t be mad.”


    Shawn grunted. “I’m not. Now do you remember?”


    “Yes. Let myself roll. You’ll pick a spot. Keep my head tucked and don’t fight when you push me out.”


    “Good girl.” Shawn patted her arm. “You’ll be fine. Stay down and still until I come to get you. It’ll be cold and dark.”


    Missy got into the position Shawn had taught her. “I’m not scared.”


    “I know.” Shawn popped the door open as Daryl slowed to a crawl. “That’s where my new gray hairs came from.” He shoved the girl before she could answer.


    Brittani watched, holding her breath as the child hit a snowy drift and sank into it. She lost sight and started to turn to look through the rear windows.


    Daryl placed a hand on her wrist. “Face forward. The people behind us aren’t supposed to know.”


    Brittani did as told. She also wanted to respond, but the feel of Daryl’s hand on her skin was sending warning bells though her mind and preventing speech. Her nerve endings were lighting up, body responding. They were a physical match. That was clear in the small sparks that held her captive as Shawn dove out of the car.


    Daryl was glad he was an Eagle. His training allowed him to use the hand on the wheel to direct the vehicle around the curve hard enough to close the rear door. He did the scan to see if people behind him had noticed and stored the information that Molly, a rookie, had, but she wasn’t reacting other than to give him a nod in the mirror. After that, Daryl followed out of pure reflex, unaware of the road under them or the vehicle in his grip. All he could feel was the woman responding to his light touch. He didn’t want to move his hand.


    Brittani recognized the moment. She should. She’d been waiting for it her entire life. “Here? Now?” She pulled her hand away and shut her eyes. “How cruel.”


    Daryl almost felt as if he could read her mind. He nodded in agreement. “I’m sorry.”


    “For what?” She wasn’t in his head, but Brittani knew she should search him to be sure he was as good as he felt.


    “You were upset over the discovery. It seemed like the right thing to say.”


    “I hate platitudes.”


    “So do I, but it was better than blurting it out like you were expecting.”


    She sighed. It would be hard to pretend this hadn’t happened. That was the right thing to do, though.


    Daryl replayed the hot sparks, enjoying the moment of knowing, if only for a few seconds, that he’d found his soulmate. Then he locked the door and brought down a shield. “We’re Eagles. We do what’s right and tough out what sucks. That’s what I’ll be doing.”


    Brittani hated it that she was disappointed. She didn’t want Daryl to fight for her. She didn’t want to hurt Gus. But... “It’s not fair.”


    “No, but that’s the way life has been for centuries.”


    “You’ll stay away?”


    “No. I’ll do my duty and help you do yours. We’re going to be friends at some point, no matter who you pick.”


    “I’m not going to pick.”


    “Yeah. Neither am I.”


    She frowned. “What does that mean?”


    “I was going to pick a friend from the Ciemus women.”


    “You’re waiting for me?”


    Daryl shook his head. “I just already know I can’t take the disappointment when I touch their wrist and they don’t make that happen. I’ll be crushed and so will they.”


    Brittani’s heart thumped at his tone. It was clear he wasn’t going to lie or even pad the truth to spare her feelings.


    “I won’t tell anyone why.” Daryl couldn’t help the defensive tone. “It’s sad and it’ll cause more camp drama. I’d rather skip that.”


    “So would I.”


    “So we agree to be exactly what we were before this ride–Eagles, fellow camp members, and maybe friends in a private way that we won’t express.”


    “In public.” Brittani was horrified to hear herself concede that.


    “No.” Daryl immediately refused, frowning. “I’m a senior man in this camp and head of the moral board. We’ll never be alone together again, and this conversation will be the end of us. I won’t ruin my place for a possibility. I’m not Adrian.”


    Brittani didn’t know why that hurt her, but it did. She forced herself to say, “Okay.” But in her heart, that heat continued to burn.


    “Good.”


    Brittani stole a look at him, wondering what he looked like clean and in basic clothes. She was positive she’d seen him that way before the mountain fell on them, but she couldn’t remember. His profile suggested a stubborn man who would do exactly as he said.


    Daryl gazed over in time to witness brake light glare flash across Brittani’s cheek, highlighting her creamy skin and ebony hair with glints of red and then white. Always was drawn to dark-skinned, dark-haired warriors. Never ended well. Maybe I can wait until they break up and just offer her a service.


    “I’ll never break up with Gus.” Brittani answered his joking, hurting thoughts with grave tones as the jeep bounced over debris. “I promised him forever. I might take a moment or two for myself, as wrong as that is, but I’d never leave him.”


    Daryl grunted, storing the information even while reprimanding himself for it. If one of those personal moments were offered, he was already certain he would break his moral code to have her in his arms. He needed to know if the earth would move again, if the bells would ring.


    Daryl forced his mind to Shawn and Missy, and to the road.


    Brittani felt it when he blocked her out, but she didn’t open the conversation again to offset the instant loneliness settling into her heart. She cleared her expression, told herself to stick to her commitments, then slipped on her bent headphones.


    Daryl knew people would assume they’d argued, but it was better than everyone knowing the truth. He drove in silence, refusing to look at her until he had to make a turn. Then, his eyes burned into hers with an intensity that warned them both it wasn’t over.


     


     


    2


    “Promise me…”


    Sam’s tears ran over her cheeks in endless streams. “I promise. Your son will always be treated fairly. I’ll be there for him when Neil can’t.”


    Jeremy’s lids shut. Blood trickled from his mouth. “Love you, Sammi...”


    Sam’s sobs came harder. “I love you too. I always will.”


     


    “She’s having a nightmare.” Kyle jerked his head toward the backseat, where Samantha was lying. “Jenny can tell you what it is, if you need it.”


    Samantha dug deeper into her pile of blankets, vaguely aware of people talking, but she didn’t want to surface and feel the pain. Her children were growing. It hurt.


    Neil was glad for Kyle’s offer, but he couldn’t imagine asking Jennifer to snoop in Samantha’s mind. Neil reached back and put a hand on her warm shoulder, trying to send his comfort. Her breathing was rough and tears were rolling, but he didn’t wake her. He’d consulted Angela over it and agreed Samantha needed time to mourn. Neil was determined to wait it out.


    Samantha fell into a dreamless slumber as Neil’s love flowed over her. She burrowed deeper into the blankets and slowly relaxed.


    Smoke curled over the dash and out the cracked window. Kyle tapped out his cheroot, trying to be considerate. Samantha had asked him to keep the window down because she was sweating, but she kept digging deeper beneath the covers, making him worry. The rest of them were wearing normal Eagle outfits and felt comfortable.


    Neil felt sweat beading on her skin and lowered his window a bit more. The babies were keeping her temperature up. They all presumed it was normal. No one knew for sure. They’d never been through this.


    I could help. William was monitoring all thoughts and conversations as they traveled, on Angela’s orders. She didn’t want things to go uncovered while she rested.


    Neil hadn’t decided if he liked William, but he wasn’t about to refuse the information. He needed to know if Samantha was in danger.


    It can be dangerous if the father is a descendant and not the mother. She would have to adjust.


    But Samantha doesn’t, because she’s already a descendant.


    Yes. The high temperature is the equivalent of increasing the heat on a pot to make it cook faster.


    Neil smirked at the image. Two pots. She’s getting big.


    William approved of the manly pride. He was relieved to not discover secret thoughts of only loving his son in Neil’s mind. The trooper was proud of both children. Wait until she hits seven months and can pop at any time. She’ll need a lot of help to get–


    Wait. Seven months?


    Yes. Descendants carry offspring for exactly seven months from conception. Still hard to pinpoint if the parents had intercourse more than once, but it’s sharper than prewar estimate methods.


    That seems…short.


    It is. Our kind has to breed faster because we’re rare and hunted. Nature accounted for humanity’s greed. It’s amazing.


    It’s scary.


    It can be. When the parentage is reversed, there are complications. A normal human female body is set for a 10-month count, though most go at nine and a half due to forcing the issue through sex, physical labor, and stress. There are also those who try to go when they’re ready instead of letting nature finish its chore. That caused an epidemic of unhealthy babies born early over the centuries.


    Neil frowned. Are you saying forcing labor a week early caused immune diseases?


    Evidence certainly pointed in that direction. However, stress, manual labor, and active routines were just as devastating. Those groups of children should have been studied to determine cause and effect.


    Wow. That would have been such a simple fix.


    For those who could afford it, yes. For those in abusive relationships and poverty, the situations would have been harder.


    I’m glad we don’t have that anymore.


    Yes. One good effect of the war was the exposure of the rats in the corn. It’s wonderful to have two populations where abuses are not allowed.


    We still have some work to do.


    Don’t we all?


    Samantha shifted in her sleep, sliding out of Neil’s grip. He studied the sweat on her neck. We could use some lists about pregnancies. Unless the boss already asked for it?


    She said the council would have things I might be able to help with. I assume this is one of those.


    And you will?


    Of course. Where would you like to begin?


    Neil got his notebook and pen. Go with the complications of opposite parentage. I want specifics on Sam’s condition.


    You mean having two descendant children at the same time? From non-descendant fathers.


    Is she in danger?


    Only from our kind. Twins are incredibly rare for descendants. Protect them at all costs. Their power is going to be amazing. Their blood will be wanted for rituals. If trackers find out, you’ll never have peace.


    Neil’s tension jerked Samantha from sleep. She lifted her head to peer out. “Is everything okay?”


    Neil shook his head. “Go to sleep, sweetheart. William and I are watching for trouble.”


    Samantha did as ordered. She was exhausted.


    Neil returned to the conversation. Tell me about Samantha.


    The heat will get rough on her, but she’ll adjust. After the birth, it’ll go back to normal. The babies will need extra heat for a month after.


    What about complications?


    Sometimes the babies have strong gifts that evolve with the parents. You’ll know when that happens.


    Neil grimaced. Yeah. We got that one.


    William sympathized. On the bright side, if the children evolve in utero, and the mother is good, they’re usually unable to be corrupted–even in a lab.


    Neil didn’t want to know how William had come by that information, but he hadn’t been worried about the children being evil. All three parents were good. He’d presumed their prodigy would be as well.


    Not always. Fate throws in a wildcard when it wants to. There have been documented cases of newborns enjoying the pain of their mothers.


    Neil added a new worry to the list.


    I doubt you’ll have that issue. They would be showing signs of it.


    Like what?


    Like Cynthia’s child. William had read many of the camp memories now, as well as the council’s thoughts on big moments in Safe Haven.


    Those parents weren’t good.


    No, but the reactions of the babies are the same.


    We’ll watch for it.


    Your boss already is.


    Neil wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or worried over that. He switched to his next concern. Can they be tracked?


    Yes. Twins are rare. They put off a double signature on a grid that’s unmistakable. They can’t be tracked until they’re born, however.


    Will their gifts be like hers… Will they both have gifts?


    Because you experienced a three-way evolution, you can be reasonably sure they will both have power, but they could start as Invisibles. There’s no way to determine that. As for the gifts, the main skills transfer from the mother. If both parents are the same level of different descendant types, the child might have both gifts. Crossbreeding is dangerous. That much power in one person can tempt them to become corrupt.


    Neil was suddenly glad he wasn’t a descendant.


    Did you ever want to be? William hadn’t found envy in the trooper either. Neil’s heart was almost totally pure despite his occupation.


    No, not really. I’d like the gifts, but the rest of it would suck. The two didn’t even out for me.


    You’ll make a good father, I think, William informed the man, not prying into the lies. She’s lucky.


    Will it be enough to keep them from going bad? Neil demanded rashly. Because I’ll do what I have to for my kids, even if I don’t want to.


    William immediately looked into that future.


     


    In the lead truck, Angela opened her eyes.


    William glanced over his shoulder at the closed curtains of the bunk where she was resting with Marc and Dog. After a minute, he let out a deep sigh. I’m sorry. That has not been revealed.


     


    Neil’s frown took up his entire face. He knew who that answer had come from. Angela didn’t want them talking to William about the future.


    I’m sorry. I should have asked her first.


    Me too. Neil stored his annoyance for later. Keep going about the pregnancies?


    What else would you like to know?


    “Any chance you’d let me in on that conversation?” Kyle was out of patience.


    Neil gaped. “How do you know what… How do you know I’m talking to someone?”


    “Power rubs off.”


    “Yeah, but not unless you’re having physical moments with a descendant.” Neil gave a mock frown.


    Kyle flushed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    Neil snickered. “Samantha said Jennifer was ambushing you. Must be working.”


    Kyle sighed. “Like she needed help in that area.”


    Neil chuckled. Can you hook him in?


    William shoved into Kyle’s mind. There we go.


    Neil didn’t feel anything, but it felt stupid to ask Kyle if he could hear yet. Neil chose to just start talking. William was telling me about descendant pregnancies.


    I thought so. Kyle shrugged at Neil’s curious glance. Jenny wants a son. So do I, at some point. That’s need-to-know information.


    I have to do a scan. Neil can catch you up. William left.


    Neil and Kyle had never been mentally connected.


    This is odd.


    Neil nodded. He’s powerful to be able to do this.


    Kyle grunted. Yeah. We should watch him.


    You know he can still hear us, right?


    Yep.


    Neil chuckled as he realized Kyle was sending William a warning. Any kid of yours will be a handful even without descendant power.


     


    William swept the convoy for trouble, glad to be able to give the two hardworking men a good moment. He liked them both. Kenn was the one who made him twitchy.


    William switched to their surroundings and found only cold rain falling on empty towns and homes. It was dead here. In a few years, Ciemus might really be the last bastion of civilization in North America. It was haunting.


    Eager for the distraction, William rejoined the men. The two killers had light and darkness in equal amounts. It was fascinating.


    Lights flashed around them, passing a message.


    “Bathroom stop coming.” Kyle’s tone was unhappy at the interruption. “Can we pick this up afterwards?”


    You know it!


    The Eagles both snickered at William’s eager response, but they still didn’t trust him.


    Kyle surveyed the landscape and found it the same as the last time he looked. Swaying trees dropped clumps of melting snow and rainy drops that froze to the hoods and roofs. It was miserable weather, but they had to stop soon. Forcing the camp to go six hours between bathroom breaks was hard on the elderly and the children.


    Kyle caught a whiff of something sour and made everyone jump as he sneezed three times in rapid succession. The vehicle under his control didn’t shift much from the path of the truck in front of him. He was too experienced to lose control so easily, but it was still hard to blow with one hand. He accomplished it in a series of elbow and wrist movements that brought chuckles from his awake passengers.


    “Hey, uh.” Conner drew in a breath. “Can I join you in that conversation after the stop?”


    Kyle and Neil traded glances while William waited for their choice.


    Neil shrugged. “Up to you.”


    Kyle chose to be honest with the boy. “You’re after a woman carrying the offspring of a beloved fallen Eagle, kid. She’s not carrying a descendant.”


    Conner chose to answer with the same adult approach. “Some day, she will be. I’ve seen it.”


    “Seen it or will make it happen?” Neil inquired with deceptive casualness.


    “Both.” Conner knew William was scanning him now, but he also knew honesty mattered the most to these men. “She knows. If she wanted me gone, she would have asked Angela to help her.”


    “Can she make that choice while under a charm?” Kyle still didn’t understand how all of it worked, but he knew he needed to.


    “Of course.” Conner gave Angela away without meaning to. “Never without permission means everything to our kind.”


    Silence fell as the riders and driver realized what that meant.


    “Well, there’s a new piece to a tired puzzle. I never even considered that angle.” Neil locked down on his thoughts.


    “Me either.” Kyle reached for his smoke. “We’ll patch you in, kid. For every question you ask, we get one.”


    Conner glared at the mobster in the mirror. “You tricked me.”


    “You opened your mouth and the truth rolled out.” Kyle corrected the boy like he would any other Eagle in his care. “Learn to control that or you’ll end up giving her away to the camp and that will get you eliminated during the chaos.”


    “And if he doesn’t get you, I will.” Neil settled back into the seat. “Now, repeat after me: Eagle rule number one...”


    Conner realized Neil was giving him a mental cover to concentrate on during the stop and was grateful. It was a relief to have senior men he could count on. I’ll never betray them. I’m going to have my Candy and be an upstanding Eagle.


    “Your dad sure couldn’t do that.” Samantha had woken when Conner’s energy had gone from sweet to bitter. It was back to sweet again, but she was awake now.


    Conner patted the ankle over his lap. “Stop stressing.” He pulled the cover away as she sat up. “You have a meeting to attend in a few minutes.”


    Conner’s words effectively distracted her, pleasing Neil and making Kyle frown.


    Samantha reached for her boots. “That’s awesome!”


    Conner grabbed the boots before she could bend too far. “Take it easy!”


    Neil let the boy boss her around, smirking. He couldn’t get away with that.


    Kyle gave Neil a nod that the trooper interpreted without trouble. They had been watching for signs of Conner being a problem, but they were also watching for signs of his father–the good ones that had built Safe Haven. Neil started checking his gear.


    Conner did the same between helping Samantha get her boots on.


    He’s ready. Neil stored that observation. I don’t know if we can pull a new Adrian from his son, but it’s time to try. It’s clear we aren’t getting the old one back.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Six



    Pick Your Own Targets


    Midnight


     


     


     


    1


    “Boss wants a quick meeting.” Kyle walked the stopped convoy, pointing at people. “Council members and team leaders need to go to the front truck for a meeting.”


    Kyle waved camp people into sentry places so they wouldn’t be unprotected, then went to the front himself. His attendance was also mandatory. Angela had delivered a confirmation of Conner’s words as they cleared the convoy to exit for a bathroom break.


    “In six hours, we’ll have our last bathroom-only stop.” Angela began as soon as Kyle joined them. The need to hurry was riding her. “Six hours later, we’ll stop for a noon meal. A couple hours after that, we will be at our destination. We’ll secure the area, clear the usual aftermath, and set up a temporary camp. We’ll spend the night right there, then relocate to the shoreline in front of our ship the next morning. Only unpack what we need for the first night. No sense in doing it twice.”


    People were writing things between sips of the hot, bitter coffee Brittani was pouring into their canteens. Angela had told her to save it for the last leg of the trip to help keep their tired drivers awake.


    People moaned and smiled over the rare treat.


    Around the meeting, the camp was finishing, drenched from rain but happy to have empty bladders. They were adjusting to being on the road again.


    So was Dog. He’d jumped out, taken a leak, and then waited for a passing Eagle to open the door so he could go back to sleep.


    “As soon as we get the camp switched to the boat, scavenging teams will be sent out.” Angela handed a list to Kenn. “Those are the teams, where you’re all going, and what you’re bringing back. There are no other details yet.” Angela waved. “We’ll get to that reason in a minute. I’ve looked as far ahead as I can, and I’ve seen things I won’t share. Just know I’m covering anything you aren’t. If you do think something has been missed, bring it directly to me, not your teammates or the council.”


    No one liked that order, but they would obey it.


    “Scavenging teams will have two days to scout, collect, and return. No site is more than 10 miles away, so it will be a little easier and also a little harder. Magic use is forbidden, as is radio use outside our perimeter.” Angela leaned against the bumper of the truck so she could pull up the sock that refused to stay on her ankle. Damn thing looked exactly as worn as the other one. What gives?! “When the teams return on day five, we’ll have our party. The next morning or afternoon, we’ll have a wedding.”


    Kyle flushed, hands tightening into fists as people stared or flashed huge grins.


    “The two days after that will be filled with wonderful moments, like loading those new supplies onto the boat, getting our animals on board, and other fun activities. If we run out of time, sorting can wait until we’re sailing.” Angela paused, picking up an emission from the west. She shuddered as her energy dipped while making the connection.


    Jennifer caught it next and shared it with the others like Angela wanted. It was a vision of a UN camp being destroyed by children who acted like Kendle. Stomachs clenched. Dread covered the council.


    “We have to get ready for that.” Marc regarded Angela as the vision ended. “What do you want me to do?”


    The rest of the council frowned at Marc. He was here as her bodyguard, nothing more.


    Angela shut her dazed eyes as pain lanced through her temples. Getting images from across the country, as they were happening, hurt.


    Jennifer’s lips narrowed. Be careful.


    Marc retreated from the table, swallowing a nasty remark. He almost hated Jennifer sometimes.


    Right back at you. Jennifer followed that with a finger.


    Are you two finished? Samantha wasn’t in a good mood. We have real problems coming!


    Marc stared in wounded surprise. Samantha was never sharp with him.


    Jennifer sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine!”


    “We’ll quarantine the kids until we can make a cure.” Neil wasn’t going to suggest something more drastic. He was honored to share the vision with everyone. He was also horrified. It seemed no matter how many battles they won, there was always someone else stirring the pot.


    “That’s why we’re leaving.” Angela took the water Ivan handed her. He’d slid by Marc with a frown, then backed out.


    Marc sighed, remembering his place. He put his back to the meeting, watching the few camp members who were still in line for the bathrooms. Everyone had expected it to get dryer now that they were in the south, but it hadn’t yet. In fact, it felt like more rain was coming.


    “It is.” Samantha leaned against Neil. “Just waiting for the boss to be ready for that info.”


    Marc took the hint and locked down on his thoughts. He was distracting the council. They were scanning all minds in the immediate area right now.


    Angela swallowed half the bottle of water and let out a loud belch that drew snickers from the two kids lingering near them. Leeann and Cody were without a sentry for the first time in their Safe Haven lives. It was a big moment for them even though they were in the same area with the council.


    “We have no promise there will be a cure.” Kyle hated to remind everyone of that, but he was scared of the infected kids spreading their disease to the camp, to Jennifer and Autumn.


    Standing behind Kyle to provide extra security, William scowled. He was glad none of them could see his reaction. He had a strong mental wall up to have privacy, but he doubted it would hold against the two kids at the table, let alone some of the adults. The amount of power here was staggering.


    It’s also dangerous.


    William nodded at Kenn’s comment and locked down harder on his thoughts. He didn’t like Kenn.


    Same to you. Kenn copied Jennifer and sent it with a finger.


    “Stop it!” Samantha was getting upset with all the whirling thoughts. “If we do have to fight, we’re going to lose because of crap like this!”


    Silence fell.


    Angela gave Samantha an approving nod. “Yes. We’re leaving in eight days. We don’t have the ship secured. We don’t have the rest of the supplies. We don’t know if the boat will float.” Angela glanced toward the vehicles. “We have refugees and trackers hunting us. The UN has things going on in our country. And now, a bus load of sick children are racing our way as fast as Doug can drive. You all know how Doug drives. And when he takes a break, Jeff will be driving.”


    Neil and Kyle groaned. Jeff and Seth were the best drivers to roll through Safe Haven. No one mentioned Billy, who was the top wheelman in any camp. His name had become taboo.


    “We also have a number of other problems to sort out.” Angela smiled sweetly. “And I have every faith that you will. But that isn’t why I’ve called this meeting.”


    “That we will?”


    “Wait. What?”


    Angela gestured. “I can’t keep handling everything. You’ve all gone through this, sadly. You know how to handle it. I trust you to do the best you can and to come to me when you need help.”


    They stared at her in confusion.


    Angela took her filled canteen from Brittani and lifted it. “You’ve all just been promoted to true leadership. Congratulations! Or my sympathies, whichever you prefer.”


    Most of the council and team leaders were happy as they realized Angela wasn’t going to be looking over their shoulders anymore or devising schemes that used them without them knowing it.


    “Exactly.” Angela’s amusement fled. “Now, you’ll pick your own targets.”


    Nearly everyone grinned. Only Kenn and William were worried over her delegating so much authority.


    Angela ignored them in favor of saving time. “This meeting is about someone near and dear to my heart and my sanity.”


    Marc flushed as attention swung to him. Even the two kids were staring. He could feel it.


    “Marc asked me to train him to use his gifts. I’ve agreed.”


    Expressions relaxed. Everyone wanted that.


    “I promised to give him all forms of descendant guidance that I can. As soon as I agreed, I realized I can’t do it alone.” Angela glanced around the table. “I’m asking all of you to help me.”


    “Oh, yeah!” Kenn leered toward Marc.


    Snickers went around, along with vows of harsh training to make Marc stronger than he’d ever dreamed of.


    Marc held tight to the mental shield that Angela had taught him a few hours ago. He hadn’t actually made her promise. She was manipulating them again.


    Angela rotated to glare at him.


    Marc sighed. “Ivan, in.” He left the meeting.


    Angela flashed a tolerant smile at the frowning council. “As you can see, he’s too emotional for a descendant fight. A couple of well-chosen taunts and he’ll charge forward. He didn’t act that way as a Marine.” She regarded Kenn. “That’s where you come in, Drill Instructor.”


    Kenn straightened, brightening. “Really?”


    Angela nodded. “He won’t take it from Adrian, but you served with him. Every time he steps out the lines of a Marine, nail him on it. You have my permission to be…strict. Don’t go into stupid land with it, though. He won’t take much more from you than he would from Adrian.”


    Kenn nodded. “I’m glad to be able to help.”


    “I know you are, and I know why.”


    Kenn shrugged. “We all hate it when you’re distracted. If this fixes it, why do I have to be doing it for any other reason?”


    “You don’t. Neither does anyone else. Just give him the best training you can, and I’ll do the rest.”


    “Is this why we got promotions?”


    Angela shook her head at Jennifer’s question. “You’ve earned those. I didn’t think a bribe was needed to get you to help Marc.”


    “It isn’t.” Jennifer shrugged. “But making sure your intentions are good is part of why I’m here.”


    Angela nodded again. “Yes. An enforcer is the only way we’ll ever be able to trust each other completely. Over time, we’ll know what someone says is honest and not an imagined or changed event. Revisionist history must never again be allowed to replace truth and facts.”


    Everyone nodded. Honesty in New America was a requirement.


    “I need his training to start immediately. We’ll rotate it between schedules after we sail, but we’re not hiding it from the camp–then or now. Tell them the truth. Marc’s a target and Safe Haven helps citizens learn to defend themselves. Like you, the camp will be happy to hear that one of our issues is being cleared up.”


    “What about the other one?” Kyle was unable to keep from asking. Everyone wanted to know what would happen with Adrian.


    “That one will take care of itself.” Angela’s head turned south. “Dismissed. We leave in five minutes.”


    William and Ivan followed Angela as she left the meeting.


    The rest of the council and Eagles shared excited glances, waiting for her to get out of sight. Then they consulted on the issues and began to divvy up chores. Angela was right. They were ready for this.


    Angela ignored the guards and the darkness to go to the empty medical camper for a moment of privacy. Seeing the rage kids in the west had hurt her, but Allan’s death was crushing. She let the tears flow as she latched the door.


    Trailing them, Marc could feel her pain and hated it. He forced himself to do what he didn’t want to. Anything was worth erasing her misery for a little while.


    She needs a moment with you.


     


    Adrian jerked awake, sitting up to look around. Marc’s voice in his mind had been clear as a bell.


    Adrian didn’t spot anyone in or around the small shack. It was still pouring, and the rest of the men were taking much needed sleep break.


    Did you hear me?


    Adrian started to concentrate on opening a private line and then realized Marc had done that on his end. Very nice.


    Angie taught me how.


    Adrian heard the tone and quickly put the pieces together. She agreed to train you. Congratulations. I wasn’t certain if she was going to.


    There was a slight pause as Marc adjusted to the fact that Adrian already knew. Is there anything you don’t see coming?


    Adrian grimace. There were things all along.


    Did you get the transmission from Becky?


    Parts of it.


    Angie isn’t doing well. She covered herself during the meeting, but her pain is awful.


    There are several things you can do. Adrian stretched, being careful not to wake anyone. She’ll expect all of them, though.


    She wouldn’t expect one of your tactics.


    Adrian realized that was the reason Marc was contacting him. He wanted one of the sleazy, effective methods.


    Yes. That’s what I want.


    Adrian sighed. Give me a minute.


    Are things okay there?


    Not really, but you can’t move them any faster. Six hours of travel between breaks is a hard rule.


    Yeah. That’s what Angie said.


    Adrian could feel Marc waiting impatiently for the answer. After a minute of broken concentration, Adrian grunted. Come back in half an hour.


    The connection closed.


    Instead of going back to sleep, Adrian dug into the problem. Marc had asked him for something and he wasn’t going to fail the man, no matter what his personal feelings were. He owed Marc, a lot.


     


     


    2


    “She’s in the truck.” Ivan was standing outside the door.


    Marc climbed in and shut the door. Angela had come from the camper and went to the lead rig while he was talking with Adrian.


    Marc settled down without revealing his turmoil. He hated to ask Adrian for anything. Every piece of information the former leader gathered from the conversations was something he might be able to use against them later, during a more important moment. Marc would never trust him.


    Exhausted and not wanting to discuss it, Angela pretended to sleep. Marc conversing with Adrian was progress. Over time, bonds would be broken, and bonds would grow. It would be up to the two men in her life as to how that happened, but she was determined that it would. She didn’t want Adrian as a crutch for Marc’s death, but she did want him. Everyone knew it and she was now prepared to confront it. It didn’t mean anything had to change. Humans were perfectly capable of wanting something without ever taking a step toward it. That had happened every day before the war and this new life was no different. They would all survive.


    Marc curled around Angela’s warm body. “Do you want to talk?”


    Angela sighed. “You’re getting sharper.”


    “Just tired of acting like I don’t know something when I do.”


    Angela slowly shifted to rest in his arms, head on his chest. “I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”


    Marc held her close and whispered in her ear.


    Angela warmed. After a minute, she nodded. “Yes, please.”


    Marc claimed her lips.


    Dog groaned and moved to the front seat. He curled up at William’s loafers, eyes warning the man not to kick him even by accident.


    Morgan, ready to go at Kenn’s signal, turned on the cd. He was a huge Nickelback fan. Hard, quick beats filled the truck.


    William, also eager to be on the way so he could return to the conversation with Neil and Kyle, tugged the curtains closed. It was nice to hear Marc and Angie having a good moment, but he didn’t want to keep listening or see them. It would only remind him that he was lonely.
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    “This is so wrong.” Adrian thought of ugly, awful things to cool his libido. “Just so wrong.”


    The rain increased, carrying a cold chill that should have done the trick as it hit his hot skin, but it didn’t. Angela’s moans were ringing in his ears.


    Adrian sighed in relief as he was finally able to piss. He was glad to be out of the shack for a minute, despite the weather. It stank.


    Marc had left them mentally connected and Adrian suspected it was on purpose. He’d come up with his own distraction technique. Adrian applauded it even as he hated Marc for it–not so much for loving Angela but making him listen.


    “Cruel and unusual punishment.” He entered the shack.


    Yeah, sorry about that. Marc apologized happily. I’m a rookie. I forgot.


    Yeah. Adrian wasn’t positive he could believe the man.


    You’re the liar, not me.


    Adrian grunted. Perfect boy scout, never lies. What a load.


    Marc snickered.


    Feelin’ good, are ya?


    You have no idea.


    No and I never will, so stop rubbing it in.


    Marc’s amusement lifted Adrian’s spirits even though he didn’t want it to. What do you want from me?


    I’ll need that method in a day. This won’t hold her as long as it will me.


    No.


    What?


    Don’t use another calming method. Let her boil.


    Marc hesitated. He’d been looking forward to offering her another distraction.


    Adrian snorted lowly to keep from waking the team. I understand that, but we have a plan in the works and calming her down isn’t part of it.


    I’m not sure we should.


    I’m positive it needs to happen.


    I don’t trust you.


    Do you believe I’d never hurt her?


    Yes.


    Then you can trust me on some things, right?


    Marc swallowed a nasty comment. I do in many areas. The herd, the island. Kendle.


    Yeah, you should send her out… Wait.


    Marc caught Adrian’s reflections and smothered a groan. That’s mean.


    Yeah, but if she thinks you’re falling for Kendle, it’ll twist her up.


    I won’t go that far. You didn’t see what happened in Ciemus. Kendle is lucky to be alive.


    She’s lucky in that way period, Marc. She shouldn’t have survived any of it.


    Agreed… Are you sure?


    Do you want her freed?


    More than anything.


    Then trust me. Just let her boil. If she cools off, turn up the heat.


    Marc shut his lids, chin against Angela’s shoulder. Okay.


    The line disconnected.


    Adrian stood there in shock, jealous and comforted at the same time.
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    “What happens when two different types of descendants have a baby?”


    Both groups of reclining, chatting adults placed at either end of the camp semi paused to look at Tonya. They’d been back on the road for an hour and everyone was restless.


    Tonya refused to be intimidated. She was in the center of the truck, playing Sorry with the small family Kenn had brought in. The kids had talked her into the game during the last stop. “I don’t have that issue, but a few people in camp might and I was curious. Does anyone know?”


    “You mean Marc and Angela.” Tracy had also wondered, but not enough to ask anyone. Tracy was lying low around Angela now that she and Charlie had broken the rules. She sensed their leader wouldn’t like talking to her right now.


    “Sure, but also Seth and Becky.” Tonya dropped her head. “And a few others who are Invisibles.”


    She had the full attention of the adults. They were all hot and wide awake after sleeping all day. Coats and sweaters were piled in corners and laps. Sweat ran freely. Tonya swiped at her neck. Maybe that’s just me. “On top of that, what happens when an Invisible is already pregnant by say, an alpha, and then gets her gifts. Does the kid have both, one, or none?”


    As the adults considered those questions, Debra and the children kept playing. Unable to hear the conversations, or the loud laughter of the kids, Debra was having a good time. She and the older children were playing Duck-Duck-Goose, using the movement of the truck to make it more entertaining. The younger children had been fed and were napping despite the noise. They were used to it.


    “I guess I need to ask the boss.” Tonya turned back to the game.


    “The other angel knows.” Caleb didn’t notice when the adults stared at him. He was busy coloring a picture while he continued to recover. His lungs weren’t ready for games of chase yet.


    Closest to the pale boy, Theo smiled at him. “Is there anything you can tell us?”


    Caleb picked up a green crayon. “My mom believed there are a lot of different types of angels. Some of them can make more angels and some can’t. She wouldn’t tell me more.”


    “Was your mom an…angel, Caleb?” Theo wasn’t sure he was comfortable calling the descendants angels.


    “My aunt was. She died after the war.” Caleb slammed the crayon onto the paper, grinding it in. “The army men wanted her.” The little boy threw what was left of the crayon against the metal wall. “They hurt her!”


    The adults realized Caleb had witnessed it and were horrified. They were also sorry Theo had asked.


    “Would you like to read a book with me?” Theo didn’t spend much time with the kids, but he knew Caleb loved stories.


    “Yes!” Caleb rushed into Theo’s arms. “Read me!”


    Several of the other children who were coloring also joined them for the story.


    The adults shared looks, choosing who would approach William about it. None of them would be able to leave it alone now that Tonya had put it into their minds.


    Daryl swallowed a groan as heads rotated to him. He was the senior man in this truck. All the camp people knew if they wanted something, to ask an Eagle. “Why do you want to know? Without a good reason, I won’t even consider it.” Daryl hadn’t been happy with the driving break until he’d realized his passenger had also been assigned to the camp semi for the remainder of their travel to the shore.


    Camp members dropped other conversations in favor of the new topic.


    Tonya jerked a thumb toward the lead rig. “We have council members about to go through it. Aren’t we supposed to be prepared?”


    Daryl wanted to laugh at the clever trap. Instead, he shook his head. “That’s the boss’s job to cover. Talk to her or deal with the new guy on your own.”


    “Will you do it for me?” Brittani was sitting at the far end, away from him while she browsed a cookbook. “I may have a child someday.”


    Silence fell again as they remembered she and Gus were both descendants.


    Daryl nodded. “Sure.”


    People chortled and frowned at his fast answer.


    Brittani held his gaze for a second and was relieved when Daryl dropped his eyes instead of prolonging the heat. He was the only one she’d responded to, but he wasn’t the only one interested and she didn’t want to be the center of camp gossip. She was being pursued by several Eagles when Gus wasn’t around. Most of Safe Haven’s single men were refusing to take no for an answer.


    “They just don’t believe it.” Tonya leaned over as the others resumed previous conversations. “They think you’re hot and they can’t wait to see you turn out like Angela since she’s your mentor. Jennifer is a badass now. They expect you will be too.”


    Brittani’s cheeks darkened. “You’re kidding. Even though I have a man and I’m black?”


    Tonya snickered. “You are a babe in the woods. Our men don’t see skin color and most of the time, they don’t see gender, but they do see a woman fitting into the life of an Eagle–someone who would make a good mate or wife because you’ll understand the sacrifices that have to be made in such a relationship. Until it’s clear you’re taken, they’ll think they have a chance.”


    “They don’t.”


    Tonya flashed the woman a look implying she was lying.


    Brittani stiffened in guilty shame. “I’m not.”


    “Okay. I won’t argue with you on that. Time will prove it.”


    What do you know? Brittani’s mental demand sent unease through the truck.


    Tonya shrugged, concentrating. I felt the heat when you looked at Daryl. That was strong. You go on and lie to everyone else. I’d never give you away, but I know you’re attracted. The future might see that happen if you let your hair down.


    I’d never betray my mate.


    Maybe your mate would be happier with someone else too. Someone on his level. You see what it’s doing to Marc and Angela.


    Who? What skank wants my man?!


    Tonya laughed, aware of being manipulated. She let it go as the mood in the truck evened out, not needing to prove herself anymore.


    Brittani stewed on it while forcing herself not to look at Daryl. She also brought down a mental wall. Tonya wasn’t completely wrong. She loved Gus and she would never betray him, but the spark between her and Daryl was hot. If she didn’t hate being burned, she would be tempted to grab ahold of that heat and soar along with it until she turned to ashes.


    Sitting alone to keep watch without being distracted, Daryl felt the regard of several camp females, but he had no trouble ignoring them. He was lost in a fantasy of changing the past so he could build a future. Right now, he felt lost. If he could atone and move on, there was a woman he was willing to fight for and unlike Cynthia, this one was his perfect match.
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    “This is a 10-minute stop.” Neil and Ivan were on a patrol of the convoy. “Make it quick and move on for the next person. We all need to go.”


    Neil hid snickers at the dances people were doing while waiting. He hoped his words would allow those kids to hang on with good attitudes. When they reached their destination, the grownups would be busy. They needed the restless children to behave.


    Neil understood their excitement, though. Dawn had arrived with a beautiful sunrise and the rain was over. They’d traveled through the storm. Warmer breezes were wafting over the convoy, reminding people of swimming pools and barbeques with loved ones. It was bittersweet. Neil thought there would be a lot of that feeling in the coming week.


    Ivan nodded to Kenn as he went by the man, resisting a leer. He was high on his victory over the Marine. Kenn hadn’t retaliated yet beyond turning their piss blue, but Ivan planned to take it like a good sport. Morgan had enjoyed telling them Kenn had dosed the water bottles at the last workout in Ciemus, but Ivan was almost disappointed. He’d been warned Kenn was a badass, but he hadn’t witnessed signs of it yet.


    Kenn didn’t glance toward the cocky soldier. I’m busy for a while, but there’s a long boat ride ahead of us. I’ll make sure you hesitate to play games with me again.


    Walking guard duty with Kenn so she could stretch her swelling legs, Tonya frowned but didn’t comment. She was learning not to react to the thoughts she caught, but unlike him, she didn’t want to come out on top of anyone else. She just wanted to stay this happy forever.


    Angela picked up that thought. She also wanted Tonya to be this happy forever. She just didn’t think it was possible. Even if she and Kenn stayed true to their new life, fate seemed determined to ruin things for all of them. Angela had woken bitter. It wasn’t the normal kind she’d been living with for so many years. This was a deep well of impotent anger that needed an outlet.


    I can provide one.


    Angela tried to ignore her witch. She and Marc’s demon had been tight for weeks now without betraying any information on why. Marc thought they were lovers enjoying time together.


    But you didn’t, did you?


    Angela shook her head. You’d never be distracted from your first goal.


    No. Your life means more to me than a swim through someone’s membranes.


    Angela made a face. “Yuck.”


    The woods around them crackled and glistened with morning dew while the ground ran with fog. It was eerie and magnificent at the same time, like most of nature. The only problem Morgan could spot was the smell. Something was rotting nearby. The sentry, minding his own reflections instead of hers, assumed Angela also meant the smell of the land. Morgan was eager to get back on the road and away from it. Beyond attracting predators, the stench was enough to make folks gag.


    “If we’re lucky, this is the final land travel for years.”


    Morgan hoped it ended up that way, but he knew it wasn’t likely. Everything they’d known about their calm, civilized world had been a lie. They were almost extinct now and it still wasn’t enough.


    “We’re not, actually.”


    “Not what?”


    “Almost extinct. It will take nature a winter or two more to accomplish that. We’ve been breeding like rabbits for centuries.”


    “It looks empty here.” Morgan indicated the neglected trees and bushes lining the road.


    Angela made a subtle gesture toward the homes on a distant hill. “We always attract our own kind. They’re waiting to see if we’re good or bad.”


    “Should I get a welcoming party ready?” Morgan didn’t feel anything, but he wasn’t allowed to do a deep scan of the area. It was hard to practice his gifts and not break the rules. Everyone was struggling with it and hoping she would lift the rule. They were observing her every open thought on the subject.


    “Are they…?” Angela halted by the tent serving hot drinks and water. Angela swept the camp, searching for descendants.


    Jennifer nodded from the kid’s trailer.


    Samantha, on her cane, waved from the bathroom line.


    Marc and Kenn, conferring on the route by the lead rig, peered at her over the map.


    Conner and Charlie paused in a perimeter walk and turned her way.


    Dog lifted his head from the shelter of the floorboard where he’d curled up after leaking again. He’d been on a long trip. He needed to rest.


    Children quieted or pressed their faces to the warm glass of their assigned vehicle.


    All of them met her eye, proving they were monitoring her conversations and the open thoughts she allowed.


    Even Kendle lifted her eyes to the boss, drawn by the reactions. The camp hadn’t noticed it yet, but Kendle was watching all the descendants for clues. Without her gifts, she was forced to rely on her senses.


    William leaned out the truck window to observe.


    Morgan motioned the man back in so the camp didn’t notice.


    William flashed a grateful smile at the Eagle and used the mirrors to watch.


    Angela’s heart pounded with the choice she’d just made. There was still time to reverse her decision, but only until she opened her mouth right here. They all knew the decision she was making, and they all wanted it.


    Angela’s sigh echoed on the wind, carrying to all of them. During the first evening mess, after we reach the shore.


    Happiness flew through the convoy from end to end, bringing the shield to life. Smiles instead of guns being drawn told the camp that one of their leaders had experienced something good, resulting in no panic.


    Angela slid into one of the restroom tents on the men’s side because no one was in line there.


    Other women and kids did the same, thinning the other lines.


    When Angela came out, she headed toward the rear of the convoy with Jennifer on her heels.


    What does that mean? Conner flashed in hand code.


    We’ll find out during the first evening mess at the shore.


    Conner frowned as he passed Marc on rounds. Why is everyone so happy if she hasn’t made a choice.


    Because she did.


    I don’t understand.


    If the answer was no, she wouldn’t have given any hope. She’s decided to train us.


    The real Adrian’s army. Conner grinned. Cool.


    Marc snorted. Not even close.


    Conner realized it could only go one other way and shrugged. Serving in Angela’s army would be just as satisfying.


    “Time to go!”


    “Something’s happening.” Ivan regarded Neil as they got into their assigned vehicle together at Angela’s call.


    Neil locked the doors. “Get ready to drive. Don’t think.”


    Ivan would have frowned, but he’d caught Neil’s tone. The former trooper didn’t want to speak about it in front of their loading passengers. “I’d like to volunteer for a shift with you when we stop.” Ivan flashed a believable grin. “Too much sleep during travel time, you know?”


    Smart guy. Neil nodded. No wonder the boss keeps him so busy.


    Eagles circled the convoy, enjoying the warmer air and clear view around them.


    “Something’s wrong with dad.”


    Mike zipped his jeans and shoved cold hands into his pockets while he waited for his brother to finish. “I feel it too. Would Angela tell us anything if we went to her?” Mike was settling into duty, but he felt he had to be loyal to his brother. His dad would expect that.


    Timmy snorted and then spit. “They won’t let us get near her. She’s royalty now.”


    “Don’t be that way.” Mike hadn’t forgotten Angela had been hurt. He liked her and thought people should give her a break.


    “Whatever.” Timmy thought she was a tramp, like he’d once heard his dad call her. “Come on. The twin princes will search for us if we’re gone much longer.”


    Mike snickered, following his older brother back into their perimeter. They hated using the bathroom tents. They always went to the rear of the convoy instead.


    Around them, the woods were foggy and cold. Not many structures were in view and those were covered in frosty layers of dew and dirt. Otherwise, it was as if nature owned this area.


    “There you are.” Conner motioned to the older boys. “The Eagles need an extra hand shutting down the drink table. People are shoving.”


    Timmy eyed Conner’s Eagle jacket and swallowed resentment. Even if it didn’t have a name or patch yet, he still hated the little prince for having one when he didn’t.


    Zack’s sons did as they were told, but the glares and sneers said trouble was coming at some point.


    Conner shook his head, thinking they wouldn’t be distracted much longer. He’d tracked them by their worries over their dad.


    “We’ll be there soon.” Charlie came from the opposite side of the convoy. He was doing a crisscross pattern that the Eagles didn’t use anymore because it skipped small places. Charlie thought it was okay to use it right now with so many men on duty. Their entire army was being used.


    “She won’t like you skipping things.”


    Charlie shrugged, continuing his pattern.


    Sighing, Conner went back over Charlie’s path to be sure it was all covered.


    “Can we trust him?” Jennifer and Angela were out of sight because they’d also left the perimeter. Their personal sentries, Greg and Daryl, weren’t happy about it.


    “That has not been revealed.”


    Jennifer smiled. “Really.”


    Angela exhaled stale smoke, enjoying one of the cigarettes Marc had saved for her from their supplies as he organized it for travel. “Maybe. It depends on his father and his woman.”


    “You say that like it’s a done deal.”


    Angela shrugged, light headed from the tobacco. “Isn’t it? She’s interested. It’s just a matter of time. Anyone can see it.”


    “Will they be punished?”


    Angela shook her head. “Not if he’s of age.”


    “What about Tracy?”


    Angela inhaled again and let out the cloud of smoke. “Why are you asking?”


    Jennifer drew on her courage. “Because I’m guilty now, not later. So are others. We want to know the punishment.”


    Angela flipped her ash. “I honestly haven’t decided, Jenny. Do you need an answer now or can it wait until I pick an example?”


    Jennifer shook her head. “I’m sorry, no rush.”


    “Good, because you were the first. Unless you want to be the canary in the mine, don’t ask me that again.”


    “I won’t.”


    Angela took the last drag and signaled toward the front of the convoy as she ground out the fire under her boot. “They need you. Run.”


    Jennifer took off, not doubting.


    Her guard followed, casting a confused look at Angela that she ignored.


    Passing by on rounds, Morgan eased closer to Angela. “What’s up?”


    “Conner and Charlie are about to argue over the way they’re doing rounds. Conner’s right. Charlie will swing on him and in the confusion, a wild dog will grab one of the kids.”


    “Should we let Dog out?” Morgan keyed the radio in code to let the other sentries know they had wild company. “Why aren’t we going to help?”


    “Keep Dog in the lead truck. I don’t want him to chase them.” Angela pointed behind them. “We’re taking care of the problems back here. Aim low and double tap.”


    Morgan immediately drew his gun and flipped off his safety. So did Greg.


    Angela felt Marc coming their way. She let him, certain he would handle people as he went.


    “Load up right now!” Marc’s voice echoed across the area.


    A low growl echoed from the fog.


    Gunfire came from the front of the convoy.


    Morgan fired.


    Angela ducked a shadow that lunged, also firing.


    Two heavy thuds told her they’d both hit their target. “One more, I think, but others are coming.”


    At the front of the convoy, the sudden change of noises flushed big gulls from the grassy land next to the vehicles.


    Kenn grabbed for his air horn, stomach tightening with dread, but the flappy birds kept going, not wanting any part of the carnage.


    Snarls and yelps filtered through windows and trees, rolling out to homes and empty roads. Only a few living souls noticed, but they were already engaged in life and death struggles of their own and stayed hidden.


    A loud howl echoed from the north.


    It was answered right away by howls from the east.


    “Damn.” Angela straightened. “They know I’m here. How can they know it’s me?” Angela backed into the protection of Marc and the team of Eagles he’d brought along as he got people moving. The bathroom tents were being dismantled while Jennifer got the boys separated. Marc had woken to the shouts. He was grouchy and quick to fire at the red eyes glaring from beneath a truck.


    The dog fell over, yelping.


    Marc fired again, putting it out of its misery. He didn’t like the suffering of animals, even ones that wanted to eat him.


    Angela let Greg escort her to the truck and put her inside.


    Dog howled from the driver seat, telling the remaining animals to go away or die.


    The Eagles hurried the remaining people, calling to the kids, making motions to the adults.


    Angela put the window down. “I want them all accounted for, before we pull out.”


    “You got it.” Morgan coughed and spat, waving people along to help. The taste of bile was rough. I should have eaten before the fun started.


    Marc stayed by Angela’s door as Morgan took up a post on the other side and Greg went to help get people loaded.


    Two gunshots came, close together.


    Angela traveled with her guards mentally, seeing her camp was mostly in the vehicles now.


    Marc waited, gun in hand, for the clear call to come.


    So did everyone else.


    The Eagles made sure each vehicle was checked before giving that call. No one wanted to be responsible for leaving someone behind. They also didn’t want it to ever happen to them. Being careful each time would prevent that.


    “All clear!”


    “Eagles in! Eagles in!”


    As soon as their sentries were loaded, Angela gave Marc the motion to move them out. His driving shift was starting now.


    Marc rolled them over the bodies of several dogs and a blood splatter from their single injury. When Charlie punched Conner, he had bounced off and hit the side of the truck next to them, skinning his knuckles. Both boys were in the semi with the camp people right now, being tended and lectured. Marc had told them to go easy on Conner.


    Next to him, Angela shuddered. “They’re closer. We have to hurry.”


    Marc didn’t know who she meant. “Trackers?”


    “Doug.”


    Marc realized she was in the west again and waited for more, but Angela didn’t speak. She went to sleep. They were nine hours away from destiny. She planned to sleep for most of it.


    The convoy pulled out faster this time than they had at the other stops, leaving clear tracks in the mud that came from the finally warming temperatures. They were in the true south now.
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    Samantha shifted uncomfortably in the rear as her stomach cramped. It wasn’t hurting exactly, but it felt deep. She was trying to relax.


    In the lead rig, Marc slowed the truck to a jerky stop.


    A few cars back, Charlie hopped out and ran toward Neil. Make room.


    Neil rotated to glare at Sam. “You were supposed to say something.” He gestured at Ivan. “Hang on. The boss is sending us another passenger.”


    Samantha groaned. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Scoot over.” Neil glared at her.


    Charlie reached the door a few seconds later. Conner slid over to make room.


    “Man…” Samantha also slid over. “Wish I knew how much longer I need to be like this.”


    “Four months.” Neil shook his head at her surprised look. “Later. I want to watch for trouble and you need to rest.”


    Charlie shut the door and took Sam’s hand as Conner did the same. Their energy, youthful and healthy, immediately restored Sam’s hair to the beautiful sandy shades that Neil loved.


    Samantha relaxed, moaning in a way that would have made Neil twitch if he hadn’t been so worried over her.


    Samantha shut her eyes and allowed the energy to fill her up. Being pregnant was hard.
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    “Can I speak with you about the wedding?”


    Jennifer regarded Candy. “Really?” They were in the rear of Greg’s vehicle. Kendle was in the front passenger seat where Jennifer could keep tabs on her.


    “Are you hot?” Greg, their driver, motioned to Kendle. “You can turn the heat down.”


    “No.”


    Greg frowned, but didn’t push. During the last stop, Kendle had dropped her Eagle jacket into the floorboard with the kits and gear. Every Eagle who witnessed it would disapprove. Someone else would make her pay. Greg wanted a peaceful ride before the chaos he was sure was coming when they reached the shore.


    Candy extended a sheet of paper.


    Jennifer took it, realizing Candy had been thoughtful enough to write it down instead of letting Kendle listen to her personal details.


    Indoor/outdoor?


    In front of the camp/a small group?


    Reception after or right to bed?


    Jennifer’s cheeks went red.


    Candy pushed a pen at her. “Just circle them.”


    Jennifer kept reading.


    Do you need protection or a sex talk?


    Have you chosen a date?


    Jennifer looked up. “I can’t answer these yet.”


    Candy smiled. “Would it help to know I have Kyle’s answers?”


    Jennifer nodded, cheeks growing hotter. She snatched the sheet as soon as Candy held it out.


    In a church if possible. If not, make something up.


    In front of everyone.


    Reception, then none of your damn business!


    I’ve got it covered on my end. I dare you to ask her this question.


    As soon as she feels like she’s ready and not a second before.


    Jennifer melted. “He’s so sweet.”


    “Read the rest before you start crying.” Candy sniffed. “And you will.”


    Jennifer kept reading Kyle’s answers.


    Who do you want to officiate?


    Someone official.


    Do you have a religious preference?


    Not burning in hell sounds good.


    Is there anything else you’d like that isn’t on this list?


    Yes. All these questions are going to make her nervous. Tell her she has nothing to worry about. I’ll hold her, and we’ll sleep, like we always did before. When she’s older, I’ll make her my wife in every way if she still wants it.


    “Do you?” Candy was getting details for herself and for the worried Eagles, though she wasn’t sure who she would tell if there was a problem.


    Jennifer nodded quickly. “He’ll love me forever.”


    “At least. And what about the just holding you part?”


    Jennifer chuckled. “None of your damn business.”


    “Atta, girl.” Candy had talked to Kyle against his will too. She was satisfied the only thing he wanted was Jennifer’s happiness. He wasn’t a threat to her.


    “No, he’s not.” Jennifer fought the urge to send him a wave of love. “I haven’t viewed him that way in a long time.”


    Candy gestured at the paper. “Might be a good idea to tell him that at some point. He’s feeling guilty.”


    Candy’s attention strayed to the vehicle ahead of them, where Conner was helping Samantha. Candy understood, but she still wished he was with her.


    Jennifer read the last scribbled note.


    Jenny, are you sure? You don’t have to do this at all. No one is allowed to force you into anything and that includes the boss. I need you to be happy. Please tell them the truth and let them drive me out like I deserve.


    Jennifer wiped away tears. “It’s hard to remember a time when I didn’t need him. He means more to me than he knows.” Jennifer circled her answers.


    “I thought so.” Candy took the paper. “Not many people still talk about it. I think they’ve accepted that you two are meant to be together.”


    Jennifer met her eye. “Will that hold when they hear grunting and groaning, and see our shadows on the wall?”


    Candy winced. “Uh…”


    “Exactly.” Jennifer glanced at Kendle’s Eagle jacket in the floorboard and glared at the woman while brushing lint from her own.


    It’s disrespectful to treat them that way.


    Kendle shrugged at Jennifer’s sharp tone in her mind.


    Candy cleared her throat. “So that’s it, unless you have any...questions or anything.”


    “I do have a couple, but not with the traitor’s whore listening.”


    Kendle’s grip tightened on the kit in her lap.


    Candy’s lips pursed. “Imagine not getting Kyle but wanting him. Wouldn’t you be a little unstable too?”


    “I could overlook it if she didn’t want Angela dead.”


    “Ah.” Candy hadn’t known the details. “I can see where that’s an issue.” She frowned at Kendle. “Headphones are in the console by your knee.”


    Kendle put them on without arguing, but she was boiling. She didn’t know how much longer she could tolerate life like this, but it wouldn’t even be a full day. She was on the edge and it wouldn’t take much to push her over. When it happened, Kendle planned to head west and see if she could discover a way to live with herself there. Without her gifts, she didn’t have a chance at getting Marc.


    “You never had a chance at Marc!” Jennifer kicked the seat. “Think good thoughts for a change!”


    When Kendle was unable to hear them, Candy leaned over. “Information on your pleasure or his?”


    Jennifer frowned. “Why would I need information on mine?”


    “Because that’s what he wants–all he wants.”


    I’m glad this role is almost over. Jennifer dropped her head, voice coming out in a choked whisper. “Can I talk to you about…abuse and about…” Jennifer couldn’t say it.


    Candy patted Jennifer’s chilly hand. “He said you were forced to enjoy it, so now you can’t enjoy it. That about right?”


    “Yes. You’ve been hurt. If you liked some of it, would that be okay?”


    Candy shrugged. “I don’t blame the victims for reactions to abuse, but no, not for me.” She grimaced a little. “After the war, I was held captive and rented to travelers passing through. I wasn’t shown pleasure at any point.”


    “That would have been easier.” Jennifer tried not to let the images come forward. “I know about Stockholm syndrome and some of the others, but I had no problem with Cesar dying and I don’t want to go back to that life.”


    “Why don’t you talk to Kyle? He wants to help.”


    Jennifer snorted. “He’ll say anything he needs to if it’ll let him stay close.”


    Candy’s brow went up. “So you are with him against your will.”


    “No! I don’t mean sex. He’d go for years without it now if it meant he could have what he really wants. I just can’t trust his word on this.”


    “Well, I’ll do the best I can, but you already know you didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “Are you sure?”


    Candy tried not to hate all men on the planet at Jennifer’s broken tone. “Of course. Think of it this way. Animals go into heat and breed, right? Same thing with people. You’re young. Pleasure is nature’s way of making sure species reproduce.” Candy grimaced. “Be glad you have a man who wants you to enjoy it. Many of them don’t care.”


    “Cesar did. He used it to shame me like a bad dog.” Jennifer didn’t stop the tears. Like with any role, sticking close to the truth was most effective and very dangerous. “I always fought him, but in the end, I gave him what he wanted and asked for more.”


    “I’m sorry, Jenny, really, but you know the difference between a good man and a bad one. I think you’re worried about confusing the two men because of the pleasure with both.”


    “Won’t I?”


    Candy shook her head. “When it’s over, you’ll understand you never had to worry about that.”


    “What about during?”


    Candy didn’t lie. “Flashes are part of the trauma. Some of them will never go away. Some will fade over time, and some will be replaced, but there’s no way to prevent them. The best you can do is to tell him when it happens. Kyle will help you through it if you’re brave enough to let him.”


    “I am.” Jennifer wiped her face. “I want to be whole again, normal.”


    Candy’s face drained of warmth. “You’ll never be that. You’ve survived, but peace is a myth for people like us. Take the good when it comes and let go of the bad as best you can. When you can’t, try to remember this wasn’t what you had planned for your life. You’re just playing the shitty cards you were dealt.”
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    “Maybe we shouldn’t tell anyone. Mankind always destroys anything beautiful.” Kendle was lounging with Luke on a small beach cove with an inlet too narrow for most boats.


    Luke’s thoughts had been along the same lines, but he shook his head, aware of his line bobbing gently atop the water. “It won’t stop them from coming, only delay it.” As far as Luke was concerned, the human race was stupid for being so superior. “Commonsense will tell people they have to leave. Someone will lead them and find us. More will come and then it will be a battle for the last garden of Eden.”


    Luke sounded calm, but Kendle could see his emotions being held in check. After all, this was his home. “Isn’t there something we can do to keep that from happening?”


    “It will depend on the survivors. With all they’ve been through, will it be enough to teach them to abandon the old ways?”


    “Sure it will. People learn from their mistakes.” Kendle wondered, even as she said it. Half the population being gone wouldn’t remove all the useless people.


    “It will help if we get ready for them, I think. Call another town meeting and tell them what we plan to do.”


    Kendle paled at that idea. These people were here because they had no desire to be a part of the large population violence equation. They had left those lands and people, and now she and Luke had to tell them those people were coming here.


    Kendle rubbed the scars on her arms, aware of Luke’s desire. Even with the way she looked now, he still wanted her.


    He loves me, she reaffirmed. He would never hurt me. “Hold me?”


    Luke recognized the healing moment and went to her.


    He took her with gentle care, holding tight when he climaxed. Death was flying toward him. The clock was almost louder than his pounding heart.


    “I’m sorry.” Kendle also felt the warning, but she couldn’t do this alone.


    “If it’s my time, I’ll go.” Luke shuddered between her scarred legs. “Until then, I have you.”


    Kendle hugged him, arching when he started pleasing her again. He would lose his life during her quest to return home. Loving him back was the least she could do.


    The dream changed.


    The plane lifted. Under it, townspeople gazed up, drawn by the sight and sounds. They hadn’t heard a plane, or seen one, in a long time. It was a wondrous moment where the few people still alive hoped it would crash.


    Behind the island people, glowing green eyes appeared in the evening fog. Shadowy forms moved closer, long arms reaching...


    Gawkers were jerked into the shadows, not given time to scream.


    In the town of Pitcairn, families in the middle of a meal stopped eating as the fog rolled in. It swirled through open doors and windows to fill the houses, covering the survivors.


    There were no screams here either. The people walked from their homes and disappeared into the fog while glowing green eyes slithered around their feet.


     


    “No!” Kendle jerked awake, moaning.


    “You’re a real bitch!” Jennifer restrained herself only because it would upset Angela to stop their journey to break up a fight. “You didn’t tell us that!”


    “What is it?” Greg steered around a pothole, feeling Kendle’s tension. As an Eagle, she was entitled to a chance to confess and receive a lighter sentence. “What did you do?”


    Jennifer frowned, but waited to let the castaway explain the betrayal. Thoughts of the wedding had been put on hold when Kendle’s dream snared her.


    Kendle’s silence angered Jennifer even more. “I can’t believe you set her up that way. You want all of us to die, just so long as she does too.”


    Kendle closed her eyes. “Fuck you.”


    Greg was growing concerned. “What is it?”


    “The boss gets this one first.” Jennifer snorted and kicked Kendle’s seat again. “Angela is 10 times smarter than you on her worst day. She knows.”


    Kendle froze. “And she’s going anyway?”


    Jennifer nodded and didn’t say more. She was positive it meant Angela would clear out that problem too.


    Kendle took it as a sign she was right to believe that Angela was a threat to them all. Maybe Angela and her glowing orbs are one of them! Kendle went back to sleep before she could stew further. She was in the car with one of them right now.
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    “Check that shack! Hurry up!”


    Heavy steps pounded closer through the sand.


    Adrian thought of Angela and held the shield tighter, willing the trackers to see emptiness and nothing more. Now that it was light with clear weather, the shack had been obvious to them. If he were as strong as Angela, he could shield them without being drained so fast. She was the strongest descendant he’d known. She was–


    Do you know how hard it is for her to eat when you’re making her stomach boil with your emotions?


    Adrian blanched. No. She didn’t bring you along!


    Marc cackled. I told you she agreed to train me.


    “I’ve got something… A power surge. Search north!”


    The steps went away.


    Adrian felt the strength of his barrier increase to a dense, soggy quality he didn’t try to peer through.


    We’re close now.


    Adrian held tight to the shield, heart pounding. He’d forgotten the maker’s bond could activate under stressful conditions.


    I thought I was drowning in my soup. Spit noodles across the table.


    Adrian grinned at Angela’s words.


    Samantha had just come from putting on clean clothes. I haven’t gotten a glare like that in a while.


    Adrian felt Angela’s warmth settle over them as the demons flew toward the shack. Damn. You are close.


    Minutes, my–


    The connection cut off.


    Replaying it, 100 words could have fit there. The one that went best sent his mind into a chaotic pattern of repetition that settled on the future and then buzzed off it before the image could fully form. I’m going to get what I want.
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    “It’s cruel when you tempt him that way.” Jennifer was on Angela’s right in the drafty mess tent next to their stopped convoy. This was the last stop. The scents of soup and gasoline as Brittani served her last meal and the Eagles gassed their vehicles for the last leg of their journey were making it hard to eat.


    “I mean it.” Jennifer had just informed Angela of Kendle’s latest treachery, but the boss hadn’t been surprised.


     “It’s effective.” Angela forced herself to spoon in another bite. Brittani had cleverly added canned carrots to make it healthier and increase the mass to meet demand, but it hadn’t improved the flavor of 11-month-old boxes and cans that had already been heavy on preservatives. The bunker supplies were wonderful to have, but it wasn’t the fresh food they’d enjoyed in Ciemus. In another few months, many of their staples would no longer be edible. The world was about to be on an even leaner diet.


    Angela left her jacket tied around her waist, enjoying the warm wind. She’d never been to the coast before. She was looking forward to seeing the ocean.


    Jennifer followed Angela’s lead with her jacket, not wanting to stink when they all piled back into vehicles together. The final three hours would feel longer due to them being so crammed in. They were ditching 10 vehicles here and draining the fuel to make the rest of the journey.


    The guards kept an eye on their surroundings. There were more houses now, but they were on alert for other predators. The wild dog attack had rattled some of the rookies who hadn’t seen action yet. The Ciemus people were already learning what it was like to be hunted, but Safe Haven’s members were also having episodes of panic. The mountain quake and the naval station had been rough. They were all suffering flashes at certain noises and phrases, unable to fight those memories. It wasn’t just something they could forget.


    “It’s still cruel.”


    Angela sighed in annoyance. “He’ll keep them alive. The trackers are searching north and looking for spare ammo.”


    “They felt your power. They got scared.”


    “They should be. I’m going to kill them all.” Angela resumed chewing on her warm food. Other than the taste, it was great.


    Brittani sniggered.


    Angela rotated to look at her. Brittani hadn’t donned her rookie jacket yet, but everyone was watching for it, especially the men. Gus had a lot of competition.


    Brittani gave an amused, apologetic smile. She was distracted and burning more of the food than usual.


    Angela shared a silent laugh, understanding. Brittani was about to lead her own team. She was busy making plans and hoping she could live up to them. Angela wasn’t concerned. Brittani would do well because it was what she was meant to be doing. So would everyone else. The problems they’d been facing for so long were about to be over for a while. An entirely new set would take their place once the ship set sail.


    Depressed by the reflection, Angela forced herself to restart the conversation with Jennifer. Even talking about Adrian was better than nothing. “Is he–”


    Jennifer took her half-eaten bowl to the scrap bucket to prevent that from happening. She was on Marc’s side all the way and she knew about their plans. I should. I got them rolling on it in Ciemus. They’d have talked about it for months if I hadn’t intervened.


    Jennifer strolled to the flap, casting a sharp look at Kendle, who was in a corner by herself with a bowl of untouched food. The castaway looked like a zombie. The camp and the Eagles were avoiding her. Not because of what had happened, but because she looked ill and they didn’t want to catch it. If she sneezed, they would rush her to isolation.


    Kendle snatched up her spoon and shoved in a bite, shuddering as she fought to control the rage.


    Jennifer left the tent.


    The tension didn’t ease.


    Angela got up and left too, without the nasty look at Kendle.


    Kendle shoveled in another bite.


    The tension faded.


    Jennifer was a younger miniature of Angela as the pair walked out, bringing smiles and frowns. Most people liked it, but some were worried the girl was emulating their leader too closely.


    Kyle was thrilled. With Angela as a mentor, Jennifer would be strong enough to survive anything.


    Angela paused, listening. All she heard was a rant about the food.


    Satisfied Kendle was trying to control herself, Angela went to the lead truck. She was tired and sore, but she’d driven a two-hour shift in front of the convoy and enjoyed every second of it. If not for the coming action, she would be doing it now too. As it was, she planned to be first out the door and she couldn’t do that if she was driving.


    “I assume I’m going with you.” Marc followed her to the truck as Kyle motioned to Jennifer.


    He noticed Angela’s gray hair. He would have commented, but she regarded him pointedly. Marc gazed in a truck mirror to discover he had sunken eyes and a line of gray hair over one ear. “Damn.”


    Angela tucked the ponytail under her cap as she began to sweat. “This is a side effect of sending our demons out to distract the beach trackers.”


    “We’ll drink more water. You rest until we get there.”


    Angela went to the rear bunk, pulling her kit along.


    Dog peered at her with bleary golden eyes and then went back to sleep.


    Marc stayed in the passenger seat, waiting for an answer. He was slapped with a flash of men nailed to a wall in a storm. Some of them were dead. “Uh…” The image transformed to a group of Eagles in a shed, surrounded by men. “Well, I understand you’re upset, but…”


    Angela zoomed in, showing the trackers laughing as they stabbed knives through weak points in Adrian’s shield. Zack was at Adrian’s boots, not moving, while several other men squeezed as tight around their former leader as they could to make it easier for him to keep them sheltered.


    “Yeah…” Marc sighed. “Do you want the camp distracted?”


    “No more hiding what I am or what I do.”


    “Why would…” Marc scowled. “To give them another chance to change their minds. We still have people who should stay here, right?”


    Angela shrugged. “I wouldn’t say should. I just need them to accept me, Marc. I can’t take hiding it anymore. I’m a descendant of the Creator. We all are. They either need to adjust to that or stay here. I won’t tolerate denial anymore.”


    Marc clasped her wrist in consolation. “What would you like me to do?”


    “Watch them.” Her hand tightened around his. “Watch them and see who still wants to kill me.”


    For a brief second, Marc wondered if she might be the tiniest bit delusional and then he nodded. “I’ll scan them hard. If you’re using power, it’ll give me a minute to do the deep kind. Jennifer will help.”


    “Along with a few others I trust.” Angela dug in her kit and handed a scrap of paper to Marc. “I’ve never been saner in my life. Please don’t doubt me.”


    “I just don’t want to believe we have another traitor here.” Marc read the note.


    …eaknesses are kids, Marc, Adrian, and death. Vulnerable with many possible targets.


    Marc regarded her. “Kendle?”


    Angela shook her head. “Not her or anyone on the council. I’ve already compared the handwriting to everyone I have a sample of–even myself and you to make it a fair pool. No matches.”


    Marc took his time examining the script while his brain began devising a trap.


    “I’ll have everyone sign a log as they board.” Angela stretched out on the bunk. “They’ll probably expect that, so they’ll try before we board the ship. That’s how long we have to figure it out.”


    “What happens if we don’t?”


    Angela gave him a grim stare of panic. “Then I’ll be with Adrian on his boat, following, because I don’t trust anyone else.”


    Marc winced. “You mean that. I can hear it.”


    “So can he, Marc.” Her stare softened into pleading. “I won’t make it to the island if we don’t unearth the traitor before we sail. I’ve seen it.”


    Marc took notice. “Tell me everything–the dream, how and where you found this note. All of it.”


    Angela used her hands, telling Marc she was truly scared. She didn’t even feel safe using a private mental line.


    The need to defend her rose in a staggering amount of bile. Marc swallowed it, relishing the pain. He would find the person and they would pay.


    Angela’s witch relaxed. With Marc on the hunt, her host would be safe.


    Do you think so?


    They paused at William’s tone.


    William cleared his throat and opened the truck door. He got into the driver chair and shut them in. “I’m sorry.”


    Marc glowered at the man.


    “You need help with this. It’s too big for one man.”


    “Finding a rat?” Marc questioned snidely. “Her dog could do that.”


    “Not a rat. An Invisible.”


    Marc’s hands clenched. “Maybe it’s you.”


    William chuckled. “I don’t need underhanded tactics.”


    “How do you know it’s an Invisible?” Angela didn’t care about their simmering rivalry.


    “Because I’ve swept everyone in this camp, deeper than your enforcer has, and I found nothing.”


    “Maybe you aren’t as good as you imagine.”


    “Maybe you should close your mouth, citizen.”


    William’s scold hurt Marc deep in his heart.


    Angela held on to his hand when he would have let go.


    Marc clenched his teeth and tolerated the awful moment.


    William looked at Angela over the seat. “You read the book?”


    She nodded. “Invisibles have a natural shield over their minds that they don’t even know about. That’s why I only saw darkness whenever I tried to scan Kenn.”


    “He was on the edge of receiving his gifts, so you could spot the darkness. That’s how you find them.”


    “So we scan for dark spots.” Angela’s shoulders slumped. “I hate dark spots.”


    “That’s waiting until they’re changing. We need to get them before that, so they don’t have a gift to use and they can’t be found by trackers.”


    “What do you suggest?” Marc asked stiffly.


    “Skip your hunt.” William smiled. “We’ll have a play instead.”


    “A play?”


    “An act.” Angela lifted a brow at William. “Jealousy?”


    The man shrugged. “It’s effective but takes too long. I was imagining mutiny.”


    “You’ll act like you want to replace her as leader and see if anyone joins you?” Marc guessed. He already wasn’t looking forward to the trouble it would cause in the camp.


    “Not leadership.” William grinned. “For mate.”


    Marc gaped.


    William laughed.


    Angela rolled her eyes. “He means Adrian, just so you know. Not himself.”


    “That’s worse!”


    William nodded. “And believable.”


    “It will ruin Marc’s place with the camp.”


    Angela’s blunt words drew cold silence that Marc filled by pulling out of her grip and opened the door. “Let me know what you two decide.”


    Marc didn’t slam the door. He didn’t need to. His anger was clear.


    William went after him. He had his long coat unbuttoned, showing the sporty clothes of an aristocrat underneath. So far, he’d refused Safe Haven gear and weapons. His red and gold hair glinted in the sun, drawing attention from camp women. The former playboy gave a regretful shake of his head.


    Females went on their way, disappointed again. Single men to service their needs without a commitment were getting harder to find.


    The men in Safe Haven had the opposite problem. They couldn’t find enough alone moments to keep up.


    “Wait!”


    Marc tensed.


    William grabbed Marc’s arm and tried to swing him around.


    He couldn’t.


    Marc kept walking, ignoring the hand tugging on him.


    William flushed at his obvious weakness. Gotta fix that.


    Sentries frowned at the men, but camp members actually scowled. They were fed up with personal dramas.


    Marc felt William reaching for his arm again and sighed, giving in. “Fine!” He spun and shoved William. “What?!”


    William came right back and leaned in his face. “This isn’t a game. If I have to interfere to spare her moments like this one, I will.” William used a blast of his gift to shove Marc the way he’d just been treated.


    Marc tried not to move, but it was impossible. William’s gift was strong. “That’s all you have!”


    William shook his head, disgusted. “I have commonsense. If you keep doing this, anger is all you’ll have.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s perfect for her in every way save one. It’s bigger than all the others and is enough to let you win in the end, if you don’t screw it up.”


    “What’s that?!” Marc snarled, hating the man for making him play this role. It was too close to the truth.


    “She loves you more.”


    Marc’s heart pounded. “She doesn’t love him at all. She’s under a spell!”


    William sighed. “You don’t believe that, or you wouldn’t be jealous of him. If you keep this up, that will change.”


    “Maybe she’d be better off with him.” Marc forced himself to play along.


    William shrugged. “You won’t let them spend time together, so we’ll never know.”


    William left, happy with the first layer of acting. He had to stay close to the truth or the Eagles wouldn’t believe it. Angela knew there was a traitor and she wanted them found, but she also wanted the rivalry over and this would do both. William hoped she was prepared for the truth hiding in her heart. William already knew the outcome of this play and he presumed she did as well. He was proud of her for having the strength to do it. Ending a love affair was hard on everyone, but sometimes, it had to happen.


    Angela honked the horn.


    Kyle put a hand around his mouth. “Time to go, people! Let’s load up!”
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    Shoreline (Adrian’s shack)


    “I feel something coming.”


    “It’s that group the UN sent us here for.”


    “I don’t see how. Those kids are in the west.”


    “They’re on the way now.”


    The trackers weren’t strong enough to kill Adrian if they had to fight. The boss had ordered them to keep him contained here. Adrian wasn’t strong enough to kill them all and shield his men at the same time. They were at a stalemate.


    “Maybe, but it couldn’t be Safe Haven yet.”


    The brothers were grouchy and filthy, ready to be finished. They were also thrilled. They had captured Adrian Mitchel. The rewards would be staggering.


    “I think this is a wild goose chase. Safe Haven died at that naval center. I was there. I saw the fishing people come in and blow them up. The fishers are who we should be hunting.”


    “Did you sense anything out of them?”


    “There was no way to tell who had what in all that chaos.”


    “Too bad. Be nice to know if they captured any prisoners.”


    “I’m telling you guys, something’s coming.”


    Adrian listened to the conversation, shield slipping a bit. He knew that was likely the plan–catch him off guard and attack at full strength, but he couldn’t help the curiosity. When the fighting started, it would be too late for details.


    “You could just come out and ask your questions.” One of the trackers outside the stinking shack stood up. “We’ll go and have a cold drink, change into dry clothes.”


    “And have a talk about the UN, the international detention center, and the kids from the west.”


    Adrian dropped his head to his chin and went silent, refusing to think of anything but his love for Angela. He’d perfected his hold over it to a single image that gleamed. It was impenetrable.


    “It’s not, really.” The standing tracker rapped on the shield.


    Adrian concentrated on the image of Angela.


    “Damn. Come on, wimp. Stop blinding us.”


    Adrian ignored them. He had many images to switch to if this one dulled, but it was his favorite and always would be.


    “It’s not even your memory.” Another of the tracker trio scanned him in contempt. “You’re witnessing it through her mate’s eyes. That’s pathetic.”


    Adrian didn’t care. Marc’s memory of Angela and the wolf pack was stunning in the detail. Adrian could see the sweat on Angela’s skin and bugs snapping at the blood on the wolf’s coat. Two females in full glory, battling for the army of males around them was amazing, but it was also the moment his men had accepted her for the warrior she was about to become. So had Marc.


    “She better be as badass as you’re building her up to be.” The oldest of the brothers was bored. “We haven’t been sitting in this crappy weather for 10 hours just to take her out in one hit.”


    “Will you three shut up and listen!” Rex was the smarter of the brothers and always on alert. “Do a scan.”


    “Too late.” Adrian smiled. “She’s here.”


    Screams sounded outside the shack as the witch marched forward with flames lighting the way. She shimmered in fire, a vengeful spirit sent by a furious host.


    Adrian held the barrier as fire flew over the trackers and turned two of them into screaming torches that ran toward the water.


    Rex made it to the edge of the shore, hand dropping into the cold liquid as he died.


    Save your strength. The angry witch took a stance in front of the shack. I can’t heal the wounded. I can only kill our enemies.


    Adrian got to his feet and went to the door, wanting to view her with his own eyes. He studied the entity, not feeling his lack of food and water or his shriveled form from use of energy. All he wanted to do was pretend.


    Angela’s demon rotated to snarl at him with a skeleton profile under glossy black hair.


    Adrian grinned at her. “Hello, yourself.”


    Startled by charm in such a moment, the witch giggled, fire increasing.


    Marc’s demon was a hulking entity with red eyes and clawed hands dripping blood onto the floor of the shack as he stepped between them. No games with my witch tonight. She’s busy.


    Adrian nodded curtly and went to the opposite window instead. He hadn’t known Marc could do that. Angela was teaching him in leaps instead of steady lessons.
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    “It’s disturbing they can do that.”


    Samantha winced at a bright ray of sunlight. “Will you feel the same when I can?”


    Neil heard the clenched teeth behind the too calm question and frowned. “Hit her again.”


    Conner and Charlie delivered a blast of healing energy. The boys recoiled in tandem as it bounced back.


    They exchanged a worried glance and tried again.


    “What’s wrong?” Neil knew something was. “Every time you hit her, both your brows meet in the middle.”


    “It’s not getting through.” Conner tried again, aware of Samantha trying to relax and accept it.


    Energy flew back, stinging his skin.


    “Hey!” He regarded Neil in confusion. “That’s never happened before.”


    “I’ll talk to someone about it.” Neil glanced over the seat and spotted her clenched hands and pale skin. “Take us to the lead truck.”


    Their driver pulled out of line and hurried down the opposite lane.


    Samantha groaned as a contraction hit. Terrified, she gripped the seat and tried to relax.


     


    “Pull over.” Angela pointed at a driveway. “Have the convoy keep truckin’.”


    Marc wanted to grin at her wording, but a vehicle rushing to catch up implied there was a problem.


    “Sam’s in labor. The boys can’t help her anymore.”


    “Can you?”


    “William will ride with her. Conner is switching out. He knows.”


    William zipped his coat. “It will last a couple weeks. Then she’ll need you to get her through the remainder.”


    “We’ll be on the water before that. She’ll be able to rest as long as she needs.”


    William’s head came up. “You’ll need help for that.”


    “I have plans in place.”


    Marc made a note to ask about it later.


    So did William.


    Angela sighed. “It’s not to keep it from either of you.”


    The males understood it was to keep it from others and settled down.


    Angela rolled a mental eye, overlooking her own jealousies. Now that Kendle was in check, she wasn’t feeling that way anymore.


    “Is she, though? Really?”


    Angela sighed, shaking her head. “Not at all. The peace is temporary.”


    Marc pushed harder. “Will it be okay, eventually?”


    Angela nodded, but refused to contemplate how that would happen. If he knew it was coming, it wouldn’t be fair.


    You’re taking a big risk, the witch warned. What if he does love her?


    Of course, he loves her. It’s a matter of who he loves more.


    Like with you and Adrian?


    Yes.


    Fine. The witch was fresh from her victory and feeling good. Then I will tell you he’s fine, but Zack isn’t. Adrian is giving him help, but it won’t be enough.


    Zack’s fate isn’t ours to decide, Angela stated ominously. He has things to atone for, things he won’t admit he did wrong.


    The witch fell silent, contemplating that information.


    At times, Angela seemed to know more than her witch and neither of them had found it odd yet, but Marc did. He’d been listening to the conversation, as was William, he presumed.


    Marc pulled the truck over, making motions for the others to go on. He also told them it was a passenger switch so no one would panic.


    William hurried from the truck as Conner came from the car.


    The switch took two minutes and then both vehicles were back on the road, rolling toward their spots in line.


    As Marc shifted, Conner turned to Angela. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll trade you Samantha’s twins for my dad going with us to the island.”


    Marc opened his mouth.


    So did Angela.


    Deal! Sam’s mental anguish overrode them both. If taking that scumbag with us saves my babies, so be it. Everyone else will have to suck it up.


    Angela gave a reluctant nod.


    Marc was forced into a snicker. “She’s a fighter.”


    “Yes, she is.” Angela placed a hand on Conner’s arm, soothing the stinging skin from his attempt to heal Samantha. “I’ll tell you when it’s okay. Not before then or you’ll bring another refugee flood down on us.”


    Marc presumed Conner was going to give Samantha a lifeforce to get her through.


    Angela denied it. “She’s having trouble because the babies evolved too fast. Giving her a lifeforce will make it worse.”


    Marc led the convoy onto the last stretch of highway. “Well, you can’t take back their evolutions… Can you?”


    “No, and I won’t transform their DNA. However, Conner and our enforcer can lock their gifts up until they’re born. That should stop the constant need for Sam’s body to adjust and grow at descendant rates.”


    “This is another reason descendants didn’t survive in the labs, right?” Marc was suddenly furious. “They intentionally mixed us with the wrong types to study what would happen.”


    “Yes, but there’s also love, and then when your line is dying out, there are desperate attempts to survive. It wasn’t just the government.” Angela thought of the notes in Adrian’s books. “Our people are fragile in reproduction. Many of us were captured during pregnancy. It’s easiest then because men are too weak from caring for their mate and unborn child to fight the trackers.”


    “Trackers like Adrian?”


    Angela nodded, not needing the reminder that Adrian had once worked for the government and hunted their people. “Yes. Also like the kind still coming for us.”


    “I thought the demons just handled that.”


    “They took care of the few on duty over our men, not their leaders.” Angela listened to the events happening in Neil’s jeep for a moment, then closed her eyes to rest. Sending the witch out to help their men was tiring. She’d never sent it so far away before. Now, she had a new gift to use.


    An evolution, the witch grumbled. Exactly what you’re denying her twins.


    I’m saving her life, Angela corrected. Go to sleep or find comfort in your demon’s arms. We handle the real world here, not fantasies where only descendants survived the apocalypse.


    Stung, the witch faded, leaving Angela in peace.
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    “How long until we get there?”


    “It depends on where there is.” Jeff kept his eye on the bus mirrors, where a small cloud was lingering. It might be a storm. If so, it’s coming faster than I am and that’s a problem. He already had the bus going as fast as he could over these cracked roads.


    The ashy sky had stopped spitting on them, but the clouds hadn’t faded. His mirrors were filled with smoke that was undoubtedly pushing out the last survivors from the west. Jeff wondered if any of them would notice Allan’s grave as they traveled through and doubted it. He hoped the Eagle rested in peace near the tree with the hollow trunk. It was the best Jeff could do for him.


    “Will it be soon?”


    Jeff shook his head, easing on the gas. He’d planned a break now, but it would wait. “A week.”


    Kimmie slumped in the seat behind him. Arms crossing over her chest, the girl tried to sleep a little more like she could hear Jeff hoping she would do. It was hard. The bus was full of bored kids who wanted to run and play, and to fight. Missing the nightly bloodbath was bothering them.


    Becky and Doug were trying to keep the children occupied, aware of the issues. They’d been doing well until Kimmie woke from a nightmare, sending screams through the bus.


    Becky met Jeff’s eye in the mirror and nodded. They’d made a fast plan to keep the restless children happy, but they hadn’t needed it yet. The children were tolerating the trip. There hadn’t been fighting or disobedience since Romeo had given them the lay of things in Safe Haven. Jeff would have thought they were settling down but for the gleam in Kimmie’s eyes and the tension in the air. The kids were like junkies waiting for their next fix.


    He switched on the radio, not wincing at the loud blast of holiday music. They had given the kids everything they had in the way of clothes and food, but half of them were still without coverings and Jeff hated it. At some point, he hoped to make a stop for their needs, but this area was cleaned out. Burnt towns and slaughtered livestock littered the interstate, some of it new, most of it old.


    Kids perked up, sharing small smiles and sad grimaces at the holiday tunes.


    Jeff didn’t want to have those conversations. “Next.” He skipped forward.


    Barney music filled the bus to the delight of the kids, who immediately began to sing along.


    “Yeah!”


    “I love you… You love me…”


    “No fair!” Jeff groaned. “I can’t even sing the adult version.”


    Doug fell into helping Roy and Romeo learn the words as the singing grew louder.


    Kimmie was the only one not singing along. Even the older children were happy to belt out the infamous lyrics, but his girl still had crossed arms and a scowl. Jeff presumed she was too old for it.


    “It reminds me of my brother.” A tear rolled down her stained cheek. “He loved it.”


    Jeff wanted to turn it off now.


    “Please don’t. They’re enjoying it.”


    Jeff sighed. “You ever drive a bus?”


    Kimmie regarded him in the mirror, shaking her head. “No. Should I learn?”


    “Learn everything you can.” Jeff scooted over. “Perch on the edge here and I’ll show you some basics.”


    She was on the seat before Jeff had finished speaking. He gave her a reluctant smile.


    Kimmie leaned close. “People are coming.”


    Jeff tensed. “The dust cloud.”


    “Yes.”


    Jeff felt her trying to work up the nerve to tell him something and got it over with. “What would you do?”


    “Blend in.” Kimmie knew what had to happen. “I’ve looked at it from every angle and that’s the only one where you and your friends all survive.”


    Jeff swallowed the fear and nodded. “Tell me everything you can, and I’ll handle the others.”


    She leaned closer and whispered everything he didn’t want to hear.
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    Jeff reluctantly switched off the radio, breaking the good mood as a flood of cars filled the mirrors. Around the bus were empty stretches of highway that occasionally surprised them with towns and stores, only to disappoint them again with emptiness and old looting. “We’re about to have company. Act like UN troops.”


    Becky had been listening and knew the plan. She concentrated on not putting off magic vibes as dozens of cars surrounded the speeding bus.


    Trucks bounced alongside with men pointing guns.


    “Pull over!”


    “Stop the bus!”


    “What do we do?” Doug was scared for all of them. The refugees in beaten, rusted vehicles now trying to force them off the road were lean and mean. This will get ugly.


    Jeff didn’t let the smaller cars and trucks push him off the road, but he didn’t retaliate either. Now that he was viewing the threats, it was clear Kimmie was right. “Remember what I said.” Jeff brought his rifle up to the window. “We’re like them.”


    Kimmie immediately gave the finger to a man leaning out of a passenger window to grab at the bus door. “We’ll get there first!”


    Children slid windows down to scream at the startled refugees.


    “We’ll kill you too!”


    “We’re leading the way!”


    “Safe Haven has to die!”


    Cheers came from those who could hear the screams. The other drivers registered a difference and stayed back, waiting to see how the front of the refugee wave was going to react.


    Jeff nodded at Becky.


    Becky keyed the mike on the CB radio. “Fight at night! Keep rolling!”


    The radio lit up with garbled threats and challenges, but the vehicles around them widened the lines and let the bus roll on.


    “It worked.” Kimmie scanned harder. “They know we’re infected. They expect us to act like it.”


    “And you want to.” Jeff forced the issue, keeping his rifle in the window.


    “Yes.” The girl’s eyes gleamed. “Blood eases the pain.”


    Jeff grunted. He understood that too. The apocalypse had changed all of them. “I have a low tolerance for the abuse of children and I don’t want to take this threat straight to Angela.”


    “We only need a couple hours to settle them down.” Darren, one of the older children, looked up from the rear of the bus. “We were trained for this.”


    “That doesn’t make it right.” Seth was sitting next to his angry daughter. Amy was shaking with rage, thinking about killing the people who were causing the unrest on the bus.


    “It’s what life is now.” Darren gave them all a sharp glance. “We’d like to get you all out of here alive because it will please the alpha. Do what we say.”


    “We’ll help you remove them.” Amy spoke while pointing at Jeff.


    The child sounded like an adult, terrifying her father. She looked around four to Jeff, but he thought she might even be younger.


    “This is wrong.”


    Jeff sympathized with Seth, but he had no choice. “Start telling us now so we’ll have time to process it. We have to stop in the next four hours. This bus won’t take much more than that without a break.”


    “Park right in the center when we stop.” Kimmie took over like she had for the last three months of their training. “You have to let them see us.”


    Jeff couldn’t count all the vehicles or name all the makes. They filled his mirrors with shouts and weapons. More than a few fired off shots as they neared the bus.


    Dust blew over them all, coming in through the windows as the rest of the wave caught up. The noise was jarring, scaring some of the kids who’d been dozing. Doug noticed they settled right back down, as if this was nothing new to them. It probably isn’t. Their little bodies were covered in bruises that hadn’t faded when Jeff healed them. Doug didn’t know why, but it didn’t feel like this was the right time to ask.


    “When we stop, they’ll start asking if we’re going to put on a show. We’ll say yes, after dark. We’ll walk around then, so they can see us and decide on bets.” Darren looked at Jeff in the mirror. “That’s where you come in. The UN sentries escorted us, making sure the sicker people didn’t grab without paying. You broker the deals. You’re the owner.”


    Jeff blanched. “I can’t do that.”


    More cars came alongside the bus to get a view. Two of the vehicles were full of men who pointed at the kids and made fighting motions.


    “They expect some of the UN men to be descendants, so you can use it a little.” Darren picked up a bag from his feet, hoping to find more food. “But it’s limited to a shield and a minor gift. If you use more than that, they’ll know who you are.”


    “At some point, I need the full story of how this all got started and what’s been happening.” Jeff eased off the gas a bit as the engine knocked harder. More vehicles surrounded them, waving to encourage the kids to put on a show. Kimmie was right. They would have to perform. “But not follow through.” Jeff handed out the order with a firm tone. “When it comes time to let them have the rewards, we’re going to kill them instead. I’m giving you permission to help me with that because there are too many for me to do it alone. Wait for my call.”


    Relief went through the bus.


    Horror followed it. The adults shook their heads and denied him, especially Seth. “Amy is not going out there!”


    “None of the little ones are.” Doug added his support.


    Amy’s rage exploded, knocking Seth to the floorboard.


    Anger followed from the other kids, hitting Doug and Becky in sharp waves.


    Jeff held his rifle higher and brought up his shield. “Don’t make me use this. I’ll feel bad, but I’ll kill every one of you little monsters if you cross me.”


    Kimmie clapped as the kids immediately settled back into their seats. “Yes, just like that.”


    “It feels nasty.” Jeff lowered both the gun and the protection. “Can’t we just kill them all and skip their fun?”


    Kimmie shook her head. “If we refuse, they’ll tear us apart and they won’t relax until they get what they want. I need them to let their guard down. I’m young. My gifts aren’t strong yet.” She touched his shoulder. “When you give the word, we’ll get most of them.”


    “I’ll want them all if you wind me up that hard.” Jeff had his own triggers. “It doesn’t just flip on and off. When it starts, it stays.”


    “We know that emotion well.” Kimmie sat back on the seat and curled her legs beneath her bottom. “This is the last time we’ll be hurt. Don’t interfere until it’s time.”


    “Then don’t send out the little ones.” Jeff kept haggling. “I can’t take it.”


    “The little ones are your most effective tools.” Kimmie voice was evil in the flesh. “The worst men want them. Broker the deals. Be greedy. Let the fighters do what they were trained for, then free all of us like you wanted to when you first found us.”


    Jeff’s heart hurt. “I should have driven us off the cliff like you told me to.”


    Kimmie nodded. “Yes, but it’s too late for that now. Safe Haven knows we’re in danger. They heard our call and all the responses. If you don’t reply to them soon, the alpha will send help. She won’t wait long. She values you. We can feel her concern. Your chance to end it all quick was gone as soon as we got on this bus.”
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    “We’re stopping soon.” Jeff broke the tense silence that had fallen over the bus. “It’s noon and our ride needs a full cool down–at least three hours.” He indicated the sky. “It’ll be daylight when we stop. We might get overrun.”


    “We only do shows at night.” Kimmie yawned. “They’ll spend the day betting and drinking.”


    “And brokering deals for us.” Amy forced the big words through small lips. “Deals are made in sight. Debts are paid at night.”


    The kids nodded at the training words.


    Jeff loathed it all, but he now had a plan. He regarded Kimmie. “Will it succeed?” Jeff knew she was the type of descendant who could predict the future. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did.


    Kimmie began searching.


    Jeff knew before she answered, by the way her face squished up. He sighed. “I jump too soon, right?”


    “Yes.” Kimmie liked him even more for it. “Our pain is your pain. We’re used to it, but you’re not.”


    “Can you fix that for a few hours?” he wondered suddenly.


    Kimmie studied him nervously. “Yes, but...”


    “What?”


    “You might not let me put you back. It’s easy to get lost in the emotional shield.”


    “Can you put a timer on it?”


    The little girl frowned. “What a good question! Hang on.” She shut her eyes.


    Jeff didn’t feel anything, though he knew she was using magic on him. It felt like nothing.


    Jeff thought about Crista’s death.


    Nothing.


    He tried for anger with Angela and received the same response. He cared mentally, but it wasn’t drawing a reaction from his heart. This is great!


    Kimmie winced.


    Jeff knew he should be concerned with her displeasure, but he wasn’t. In fact, he didn’t care about anything except his goal. “The Eagles could use this on rookies.”


    “It’s dangerous to live without emotional responses.” Kimmie was nervous. “You could be like them and never care.”


    “Do Seth.” Jeff pointed at the exhausted father who hadn’t stopped stressing long enough to sleep. “Doug and Becky don’t need it.”


    “They should stay on the bus to guard it and be out of sight. He smells like Safe Haven and she can’t control her gifts.”


    “I can.” Becky slumped against the gritty seat. “I just don’t want to.”


    “He can lock it up.” Kimmie’s little voice went cold. “Stay in the bus.”


    Becky looked at Jeff, not sure if she should be impressed or annoyed.


    “We stop and do what the kids tell us to do. Then we’ll remove more people who deserve it.”


    Becky nodded, soothed.


    “How?” Seth didn’t like it. “As soon as we use magic, they’ll rush us.”


    Jeff shook his head. “In one of my bags, I have drugs. In several of the other bags, we have booze. I want it all mixed into community jugs. We’ll get part of them with heavy drinking. We’ll also do our dinner, after we eat. While we’re busy, people will sneak in and grab it. They’ll eat anything they find, so put the fix in on all of it.”


    “That’s not enough.” Seth kept protesting as Doug got busy mixing drinks. “There are hundreds of refugees out there.”


    “I know.” Jeff tried to move on by getting more details. “They have you fight for real, right?”


    “Yes.” Kimmie controlled her anger, but the tone was still curt. “We know our job.”


    “This isn’t your job!” Doug’s shout surprised them all. “This is wrong!”


    Jeff sighed. “Hit him with it too.”


    Kimmie went to the back to dose Doug. “What about his boys?”


    “We’ll say they’re new, being trained.” Darren dropped the bag and picked up another. “Those kids get a few days to adjust before they fight. Say you just picked them up, that they aren’t angry enough yet.”


    “It’s true.” Kimmie eyed Romeo. “Though he’s close. Have you been drugged?”


    Romeo shook his head. “I’ve been abused, sold, and frightened.”


    Kimmie shrugged. “You’ll get there without the drugs, then. I tried to tell Mario that, but he had orders to follow.” Kimmie blasted Doug with the emotional barrier.


    Doug groaned. “I don’t like this.”


    Jeff nodded. Even with the barrier, he felt the same way. His mission was to protect these kids. Not being able to feel the urgency was bothersome.


    “Hit me too.” Becky shrugged at the looks. “The stress is making my stomach hurt.”


    “That’s not good for the baby.” Kimmie shoved energy through mental doors. “I’ll give you a heavier blast. You don’t need to be upset.”


    Becky frowned at the girl. “How do you know?”


    “My mom was having a baby when the UN men found us.” Kimmie’s tone didn’t change. “She told me.”


    “Did your mom...?”


    Kimmie shook her head. “She died in birth. So did my sister. My brother was taken by the UN to a different place.”


    Becky winced. “Do you kids get hit with the barrier?”


    “Oh, no. We need our emotions.”


    Jeff slowed the bus to make the turn into the lot, where several semis were parked. The truck stop had neatly lined up trailers, but the store and restaurant, as well as the gas station, were burnt to bare frames. There was a small town in the distance that Jeff identified and used to estimate where they were now. Six days to go. And I have no idea how we’re even going to make it through tonight.


    He shoved into the minds of the kids on his bus, memorizing more details on how to act.


    The refugees slowed with them. Some knew what Jeff was doing from the smoke coming from under the hood of the bus. They swerved into the truck stop ahead of them, circling and yelling. Others stayed on the main road, pausing to wait and see what was happening. A few of the meaner ones bumped the bus. The rest swarmed the looted areas to see if there was anything left.


    Jeff pulled up his personal shield, making it the strongest he had. Then he stopped the bus. He would have to walk 20 feet to the line of trucks, leaving the vehicle unsheltered. That was intentional.


    Jeff pointed at Kimmie and Darren. “Come. Seth on the rear. Doug on the front. Becky is my slave. She doesn’t fight. She serves.”


    No one protested.


    Jeff knew he should be worried, but the only thing he felt was anger. It pissed him off to have to deal with these fools while trying to get another vehicle rolling. He let the anger build.


    Kimmie did the same.


    Ashy wind fell on Jeff and the kids as they left the bus. The wind was gusting here, bringing poison from the west in both chemical and human form.


    Doug coughed, locking the door against refugees that were a mix of all races and ages. Kids were even running through the crowd. He noticed those kids were putting things in their pockets and realized they were robbing the mob. Doug looked away before he got them caught. He didn’t know if they had parents, but he didn’t want to ruin it if they didn’t.


    Darren played his role and acted jumpy as he stayed glued to Jeff’s hip. He was the financial guarantee of a good night for the UN. No one placed bets on the fighter who flinched.


    Refugees swarmed them.


    Jeff fought to keep his shield up as people bounced off it with yelps and fists. “Get back! It’s not time!”


    “A show! We want a show!”


    “Later!” Jeff shoved his way through, now glad that he couldn’t feel fear. “Daytime is for betting.”


    “Are those your fighters?”


    The refugees retreated a bit as Jeff nodded. “Two of them.” He pointed at Kimmie. “Show ‘em some stuff, girl.”


    Kimmie immediately sank into a fighting position and let her angry face come forward. It was frightening on a child.


    The crowd shouted as she did spins and jumps, little bruised legs delivering kicks to some of the people who were too close. As adults hit the ground, bets began to fly through the air.


    Darren flinched again, huddling closer.


    Even with the barrier, Jeff refused to push the child away. He grabbed the boy by the back of his ragged jacket and held him up. He rotated so the foaming refugees could get a good look. “Double payoff.”


    Shouts came, all denying him.


    Jeff lowered the cringing boy to the ground, shrugging. “He’s scrappier than he looks.” He was following the routine of the UN men by telling the truth when he knew it wouldn’t be believed. It was brilliant in Jeff’s opinion, brilliant and corrupt. It allowed them to cheat their patrons and always ensure a financial gain no matter how many good bets they had to pay off.


    Jeff ignored the kids and the crowd, sweeping the trucks.


    The kids stuck to their training. The UN men hadn’t cared about them during this part. They’d learned defenses. Small knives sliced those who tried to grab them, taking skin and an occasional finger.


    Screams and cheers filled the air each time blood hit the ground.


    On the bus, Doug’s hulking form at the front, Saiga 12 over one arm, was keeping things under control there. Seth’s beard-lined glare wasn’t as much a deterrent in the rear, but his AK was. Both men had side folding stocks and a box of drums at their feet. Other than a few slaps to the windows and shouts of encouragement, the bus wasn’t bothered. Everyone was centered on the lone UN descendant with his shield up and no weapon in hand. Jeff appeared unconcerned with the hundreds of men and women around him and that meant he was a badass, had support in the area, or he was a full descendant who needed to die.


    Jeff felt their suspicions. The second truck in line appeared to have no issues. He was about to verify that by starting it up, but first, he had to settle the crowd or the two kids with him would be taken while he was swarmed. The answer they would accept was one Jeff hated, because if he were truly corrupt, it’s what he would have done. “They told us to relocate. I took my group of infectors and got lost, but they’ll catch up to me soon. If you want a fight tonight, make sure nothing gets in my way. I need to stay ahead.”


    “You stole UN property!”


    Half the crowd was shocked and began looking over their shoulders. The others cheered one of their own for breaking free of the new masters.


    “I’ll have to give them back at some point.” Jeff opened the driver door. “But not before I’ve destroyed Safe Haven. I’m taking the kids to their doorstep. Help me and we’ll own that camp in a week.”


    “Those people are dead!”


    “We heard it. Hell of a battle.”


    Jeff reached for the radio on his belt. “I was banished because I got tired of the leader killing innocent people. I still know the Eagle code.” He clicked the mike a few times, hoping someone was listening to the old channel and knew to answer. He wasn’t about to use the newest one in front of so many threats.


    Click-click!


    “Safe Haven survived!” The shout echoed through the crowd as the yelling chain started.


    Jeff climbed into the truck and began rooting around for keys and wires as the crowd yelled questions and passed his answers. Jeff had changed his mind about not leading them to Angela. That was what she’d sent him out here for–to gather the trash and burn it.


    Jeff could hear a few of the stronger groups making plans to take the kids from him after the fighting. Good luck.


    The engine started on the fourth turn of the key. Following instinct, Jeff pointed at the other semis. “Check those out! People need wheels to reach the shore.”


    Surprising him, a group ran off to do as instructed.


    Jeff checked the gauges. Half a tank of gas was better than the quarter the bus had, but he wanted to take that too. It meant more time out in the open to drain the fuel. Jeff shifted into gear and drove the truck through the crowd to line up the tanks. The fastest way was a direct transfer. He would have to be careful, though. The gear he needed to do it was in the same kit with his Eagle jacket and patches. He needed a distraction while he worked. Jeff watched the two kids come through the crowd without problems, following the truck. The refugees never stopped watching them.


    Jeff made a hard choice. He stopped the truck, pocketing the keys that had been in the floorboard, and got out. He held up a hand, making sure his voice carried to those inside the bus. “They’ll do the walk now so you can see. When I stop for the night, I’ll eat and then we’ll start the show.”


    Cheers overwhelmed anything else Jeff would have said. He got onto the bus and gestured at the kids to get out. “Make your way to the new truck. Stay together.”


    Romeo and Roy kept their places in the middle of the bus, shaking.


    Jeff exited, waving them to follow the other kids. “We have two new ones, but they’re only infected and not trained. I might sell them if the prices are good. They’ll walk out now too.”


    Roy began to cry as Romeo dragged him off the bus. Doug followed with gun and ammunition drums, not reacting.


    Jeff willed himself to feel anything over it and couldn’t. The barrier was impenetrable.


    I’ve changed my mind, Jeff decided. We can’t use this on the Eagles or let them know it exists. Without a conscience, we could go bad and not even know it until we’ve lost everything, including ourselves.​


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Ten



    You Screwed Up


    3pm
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    Beep! Beep!


    Marc’s hand settled onto Angela’s shoulder.


    Angela jerked, coming back from her visions of the west. Jeff’s coded warning that he was bringing trouble had sent her into that hazy place where she was spending most of the trip.


    Marc withdrew his hand at her haunted expression. “The timer went off. You said 2:30.”


    Angela nodded, drawing deep breaths. She smoothed her hair and stretched without waking Conner, who was also restless. His dreams are probably mine too.


    Angela put a hand on the boy’s shoulder.


    Conner didn’t wake, but he did calm.


    “We’ll be there in a few minutes.” Marc was hoping she would share her plan.


    Angela was glad she could do that now. “We have two directions to cover. The second group will come out when we reach the warehouse.”


    “Can you show me the layout? It would help me to know where everyone is and how they’re defended.”


    “I’ll scan it as we arrive. How do you feel about killing the tracker?”


    Marc shrugged. “I presumed we’d kill them all.”


    “Even the women?”


    Marc grunted. “Trackers are trackers.”


    “The leader of the warehouse people is a woman named Dolly. She’s Donner’s daughter.”


    Marc put her at the top of his list. “Description?”


    “Bald except for a thin braid. She imagines she’s as good as Becky with her snare.”


    “I’ll let the Eagles know.”


    “I don’t think there will be time. The choice on her life and death will come to the three of us and we’ve already foreseen both you and Conner refusing to kill her.”


    Marc had been thinking about that and come up with a solution. “Get her to threaten you. I won’t see anything else.”


    Angela leaned her head against his arm. “That’s why she’s waiting here, Marc. I’m not allowed to get on that boat and neither are you.”


    Marc tugged her closer. “We’ve never followed anyone else’s rules but our own.”


    Angela smiled at the memories, no longer hurting over the past every time she looked back on it. “No, we didn’t. Thank you for that.”


    “It’s my honor, baby. It’s my honor.”


    “We’re a minute out.” Angela tensed. “We can’t drive through like I planned. They’re already outside waiting for us.”


    “This truck won’t take a beach chase.” Marc watched Conner from the corner of his eye. The boy had sat up and was gathering energy.


    “We’re not chasing.”


    Marc waited for more. He assumed her curt tones came from Adrian being in danger.


    Angela sighed.


    “We’re no longer hiding things from each other, right?” Marc gave her a fast smile.


    Angela began to check her gear. “I picked up a dozen trackers after the naval station. One of them is waiting ahead for us. We killed one during the fight with Dirce. One died in the west. The others are off my grid and that’s dangerous.”


    “What am I searching for?” Marc steered around frames of cars that had burned in the war. Thick weeds were growing in the damp seats, telling him this area hadn’t seen much snow. That was a relief, but it was also a concern. Winter wasn’t over yet.


    “Hatred. This family has been together for a long time. They’re hurting from losing a brother to us in the mountain fight. When I kill the woman waiting outside the warehouse door, others may show themselves.”


    “I’ll be ready for it. William and Conner will shield you.”


    “So will Jennifer and that leaves our entire camp open to a sucker punch.”


    Marc realized her tension came from concern over the camp and felt ashamed. He’d presumed the worst again.


    Angela was glad Marc’s mental ups and downs were almost over. She didn’t think she could take much more of it.


    Marc drove them straight toward the woman standing in front of a line of hired killers preparing to fire on them. The trackers and refugees were thin and angry. Ribs showed under gaunt cheeks that framed dark eyes full of hatred. They weren’t happy to discover Safe Haven healthy.


    As they got closer, they could see the trackers were wearing stolen Eagle items they’d taken from Zack’s team. Fury went through every man and woman who saw it.


    Do it now!


    Angela’s order rang through the minds of everyone in the area.


    Shawn pulled the trigger gently, lovingly.


    The bullet sped through the air with a dull whine that was covered by the sounds of engines hurrying to catch up to the lead truck.


    One of the men next to Dolly flew backwards into the sand.


    Angela concentrated on shielding her convoy as trackers fired and Marc bounced over debris littered paths to reach the warehouse. She felt a bullet zoom by and thought of Adrian as the window shattered. Hang on. It’s almost over.


    Marc’s demon slid to the hood of the truck, leering at the trackers.


    Angela’s witch joined him when her host didn’t protest the open display of magic.


    The line of killers hesitated. They had no desire to confront Angela and the Ghost together.


    Dolly stood her ground, heart pounding. Her gift was powerful, but the target had to be in range for it to succeed and even then, it wasn’t perfect. Sometimes things backfired. That was why she’d been sent to this damp, sandy hell.


    Marc split his grid into dots and monitored the movements.


    Satisfied he had them covered from that angle, Angela allowed herself to watch the result of Shawn’s next shot.


    Dolly arched as the bullet slammed into her chest, back bowing. Blood squirted from the wound and then rushed from the exit. She slid to her knees in shock, gift now unimportant. Her snare was able to capture any male within five yards, but it was useless against a sniper.


    Angela felt the danger recede as Marc brought the truck to a rough halt.


    “You sent out a sniper detail. Again. And didn’t tell anyone.”


    Angela got out of the truck and shut the door.


    Marc sighed. I don’t know if I can do this.


    Kendle walked by Marc’s side of the truck, not looking at him. She didn’t need to. Entering his line of sight was an invitation and he knew it.


    Kendle stalked toward Angela, determined to have it all over. Stripped of her gifts and respect, Kendle strode toward her death with a determined glare. She heard Marc open his door and quickly shut it before the wolf could get out.


    I counted on that. Kendle ignored him, positive he wouldn’t kill her unless she hurt Angela. Can’t do much like this unless I get lucky. Kendle walked faster. I’m not a threat.


    Footsteps thudded behind the two women as Eagles jumped out of vehicles and ran to catch up to the fight. The trackers who’d survived Shawn’s attack were now trapped between Angela and the coming Eagles, and the ocean.


    Shawn began to climb from the tree where they’d been hiding for hours. Strapped to his back, Missy was barely awake despite the action. Until the last hour, she’d kept him alert with light chatter, but that had been the extent of the help. Shawn hadn’t minded. It was easier to concentrate when he knew she was safe, and she had kept his back warm.


    “I saw something move.” Missy pointed. “Over there.”


    Shawn used his glasses to view the alley of the suburban town. A line of vehicles flying toward them made his heart pound. He could only see them because of his position. The sound was covered by Safe Haven vehicles, gunshots, and the roar of the ocean that had increased since they arrived.


    Shawn hit his radio. “Flank! Flank!”


    “Behind us!”


    Shawn and Missy’s cries brought the closest descendants and Eagles who caught it, leaving the center of the camp unsheltered except for Angela’s shield.
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    “Don’t do it!”


    Marc’s panic brought Angela around with her gun coming up in a smooth blur that told her men she’d been practicing with her left.


    Kendle lifted her gun so everyone would understand what she was doing. She had no hopes of shooting Angela before Angela shot her.


    “Look out!” Jennifer screamed it aloud and mentally, but it was too late to avoid the men who came from the warehouse. She sent energy into the barrier, aware of Angela’s distraction. She didn’t think Kendle would win, but if Angela’s attention was pulled away, the castaway might get lucky. They had a group of 20 killers coming up behind Angela, and Marc was only focused on Kendle and her death march. How did we lose control so fast?


    Ivan and the Eagles reached Angela at the same time as the killers from the warehouse. The groups began to fight.


    Jennifer lost sight of Angela.


    Kendle shifted her gun, aiming…


    The group on the flank of the shield began throwing powerful blasts of fire and wind, trying to find a weakness. The four trackers wanted in.


    Marc lunged, stretching…


    Shawn fired through the shield, hitting a tracker. Missy held tight to the tree, like Shawn needed her to do to balance them.


    Angela dropped the shield as Marc landed on Kendle, knocking the gun from her hand.


    The trackers were mixed with refugee fighters, some of whom had been chasing Safe Haven for months. Angela even recognized one of them from the mountain battle. You screwed up that second chance by coming here. Angela fired.


    Near her, Kyle grappled with a tracker, feeling the man trying to tinker with his mind. Kyle used Jennifer’s training and closed the wall as he kicked out and caught the man in the ankle, snapping it. He turned from the scream, firing without looking.


    The noise stopped.


    Kyle swept the fighting, seeing Jennifer was helping Angela’s shield stay fueled, with Greg watching over her. Kyle signaled a second guard to help Charlie, who was nearby and had been forbidden from using magic like everyone else. The only fighting they were all doing was hand-to-hand. Kyle was positive that was about to change. Angela was shooting her way to the warehouse wall now. She’d spotted the bodies of her men, of their fellow camp members and patriots.


    Fury washed over the area, scaring the more timid fighters. There weren’t as many as the Eagles had first thought. Only drivers had jumped from all those vehicles, bringing relief. They’d been expecting it to be like the naval station.


    Shawn climbed from the tree, almost out of ammunition. He ducked under a swipe from a wounded tracker and fired into the man’s gut. He kept moving, getting away from the edges of the shield. He led Missy toward the medical camper, firing into the wounded as they went. He had no mercy to give these men. He’d known about the warehouse group, but those waiting just out of sight had to have been there for a full day. They’d beaten him to the punch and almost disrupted a perfect setup. Shawn was angry.


    Missy kept a hand curled around his wrist like he’d told her, flinching each time he fired but not hesitating to stay with him through the fighting. Shawn was hers now. He would always keep her safe.


    Shawn waited for her to climb in and shut the door without answering any of Samantha’s questions. He placed his back to the door and reloaded, eyes lifting every few seconds to search for close threats or Eagles in trouble.


     


    Charlie jerked away from the hold of a refugee as Wade shot him. He put his back to Conner and waited for the next person to attack. He was mourning not being allowed to use his gifts and again cursing himself for not training harder.


    Conner fired his last bullet and dropped the gun as the man dove at him.


    Charlie kicked the man in the ribs as they rolled by him.


    Wade fired a fast shot to the refugee’s head and went back to scanning.


    Charlie helped Conner up, ears ringing. He’d missed the fighting at the naval station. If it had been like this, he was glad.


    Wade snorted. “This is a walk in the park compared to that, kid. You should scan the memories sometimes instead of bitching about being kept below.”


    Two refugees ran at the trio, ending a snotty reply. Charlie shoved the man off him, feeling an injury. He stood up and found a knife sticking out of his arm.


    Wade fired and reloaded, nudging the paling teenager toward the camper. “You’re bleeding. You’re out.”


    Charlie was startled into a shocked laugh as Conner shoved him to the door of the camper.


    Samantha pulled him inside, grimacing at the sight. “Sit over there and close your eyes. This will hurt.”


    Charlie shivered. “It already hurts.”


    Samantha nodded, listening to the shouts and steps now making it to the rear of the camper. “Why aren’t you crying or whining? I would be.”


    The teenager grinned at her. “New gift. No pain.”


    Samantha shrugged, taking a hold of the knife. “Let’s see how strong it is.” She jerked.


    Charlie screamed.


     


    “She got the blade out.” Conner kept his back to Wade’s like he’d been trained.


    Wade grunted, firing his last round “Always hurts more coming out.”


    Conner threw his knife, hitting a man about to jump on the medical camper.


    Neil saw it and jogged over to join them for the needed three-man sentry team there.


    Conner and Wade were glad to have him. The trio was able to spread out now and use their remaining weapons to clear a side of the fighting.
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    “Should we go out and help?” Brittani joined Daryl and the other Eagles by the doors to the camp semi. The reinforced walls had suffered pings and dings, but so far, nothing had come through. They were all scared of that. Tonya and the other women were keeping the camp and kids calm, but Brittani needed to help or be held, and Gus wasn’t in here.


    Daryl felt it. Against his better judgement, he clasped her hand in the darkness and tried not to act like it was the sweetest thing he’d ever felt. Her needing him was something he would now crave.


    Brittani took a deep breath, listening, feeling, berating herself, but she didn’t let go of Daryl’s hand. They both knew right then if something happened, they would stay together and keep each other alive.


    Outside the semi, Gus felt it. His bond with her was weakening. He took his anger out on the few refugees still trying to kill them.


    The camp stayed in their vehicles, aware of Eagles drawing the fights away from them. Doors were already locked and guards inside the cars were ready to fire on anyone who tried to enter.


    “I don’t think they have more ammunition.”


    Angela didn’t hear Ray’s call. She was busy taking the lifeforce of Dolly’s partner. The woman was struggling hard to keep it, but Angela ripped it free and inhaled, energy banks refilling.


    Next to her, Marc did the same to the cousin of the couple, thinking Donner was gone for good now. Marc inhaled, growling at the pain as his strength increased.


    Angela didn’t have time to explain as he regarded her in confusion. “Battlefield promotion!”


    Marc cackled over the screams and roar of the water.


    “Are they enjoying this?” Gus was horrified.


    The truck door opened. Daryl and the other Eagles came out and took up defensive positions around the semi.


    Brittani slipped out of the truck, nodding at Gus. “Can’t you feel it? This is what they’re good at.”


    Gus looked away from the lifeforces being taken. “It’s wrong.”


    Brittani ignored his complaint in favor of watching. Next time, I’ll be out there with them.


    Gus also observed, but not in admiration. He wasn’t sure he could do any of it.
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    “Something went wrong.” Adrian shoved to his feet, aware of Zack’s cold body at his boots. He’d done everything he could for the man.


    The exhausted, wet team with him also stood, checking weapons. They had ammunition, but as soon as they went out, they would be picked off before they could aim and fire. Their captors were camped out of sight of the window, in the lea.


    Adrian jerked the door open, able to feel Angela’s need for him to be there. “I surrender.” He tossed his weapon at the feet of the tracker who was standing at the corner of the shed with a shotgun. The demons had left hours ago, drained from standing watch. As soon as they’d left, men had come from the warehouse like they’d been waiting for it. There hadn’t been time to move again.


    The big man nodded. “Wise. Your friends are dead. That’s what you’re hearing. We own your camp and people now, Mr. Mitchel.”


    Adrian held his hands out. “Just get me over there so I can stop the bloodshed!”


    The tracker came forward and grabbed Adrian, jerking him to the truck as his men went inside the shed to get the others who were standing there in shock at Adrian’s action. “There isn’t any stopping it now. Blood will soak into this ground and wash away your stink.”


    Another fanatic. Adrian shook his head. Dropping into the damp seat. As if the world needed more.
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    William gaped at the chaos. Three minutes ago, things had been perfectly calm, but now there was movement in every direction and screams were filling his ears. He had never been in a situation where things had gone wrong so fast. He was shocked that Angela hadn’t warned her people. She and Marc were in the fight by the warehouse and her camp was defenseless…


    William realized he was being unfair as more Eagles rushed out of vehicles to confront the threats. Descendants in the convoy were adding strength to Angela’s shield. William presumed that was because they hadn’t been given instructions, but he wasn’t sure. Some of them were firing. Bullets were making it out of the shield, but none came in.


    William spun around as a hand settled on his shoulder. He barely kept from hitting Grant.


    On Grant’s right, Ray snickered.


    Grant caught William’s arm and led the man toward a safer place. Ciemus’s powerful leader hadn’t joined in the fight yet. Grant didn’t know if it was needed, but he felt better having his former boss inside a truck where he would be sheltered. Unlike William, Grant saw a reasonably organized defense where the leaders took out the most important threats in the front and everyone else covered the sides and rear. With a convoy this long, Grant wasn’t certain there was any other way to handle it.


    “What should I do?” William was eager to help.


    “Just observe, both of you.” Ray pointed at the vehicle. “We have it covered.”


    Grant would have argued, but he sensed William was also about to demand a chance to fight. To prevent that, Grant climbed into the truck behind William and closed the door. He distracted them both by pointing out the things he was positive William had missed. Never being in the thick of battle was a detriment in the apocalypse, but William would learn from his time with Safe Haven.


    Ray stood outside the door, rotating to keep track of the various fights going on around them. So far, their citizens were staying inside the vehicles and waiting for it to be over, while Angela and the Eagles battled it out like usual.


    Grant rolled the window down half way. “Why did she want William sheltered?” He was figuring how Angela’s mind functioned, hoping he could fit in and be of use. So far, it looked like she didn’t need the help.


    Ray chuckled. “She asked me to make sure he didn’t fight. There was never a sense of him being in danger.”


    William sulked. “I would have helped.”


    Grant pointed to the Eagles securing a line of firepower at the rear of the convoy. “Just watch. It’s beautiful.” Grant turned to Ray. “Who taught you guys that? It wasn’t her. She’s not military.”


    Ray was impressed Grant knew. Most people assumed she was.


    Grant smiled. “We know our own. Angela’s good, but she doesn’t have this level of training to pass on. Who did it come from?”


    Ray pointed at the truck flying across the beach to reach the fighting. “Him.”


    Adrian threw himself from the truck as soon as it stopped, rolling to gain his feet in a neat move the Eagles admired. It was nice to know he could still do the moves he’d taught them.


    Adrian scanned. Angie!


    The trackers ran up behind Adrian and clubbed him on the back of the head, shouting orders, pointing guns.


    Angela rotated that way.


    Fighting slowed as her power crackled over the scene, alerting the descendants to something new happening.


    Adrian recovered quicker than the tracker expected, rising from his knees in a quick jerk. He nailed one man in the chin with the top of his pounding head and staggered backward, turning to confront the next one.


    Power flew across the beach.


    Lightning struck the warehouse, sending sparks that grabbed onto surfaces and grew into flames.


    The ocean roared, sending sprays over the shore in displeasure at the violence.


    Angela tossed another ball of hatred, letting the magic pick its own evil target.


    Trackers and refugees screamed as they caught fire on the inside and began to melt.


    Eagles backed away from her path, but the enemy wasn’t as wise. Those who didn’t shoot at her stared instead of running while the shield was down. Angela fired again, body jerking from the strength of her rage. She immediately felt an unwanted bond with Kendle.


    Flames raced in a dual path toward the warehouse fighters who were using the burning building as cover to pick off anyone they could. The fire circled around to meet in front of the men and women who had nowhere left to run but the ocean. As they fled, the fire leapt up and spread out into two streams of heat that melted them at the water’s edge.


    Energy crackled again as Angela drew from the fear in the air and prepared to fire again.


    Now people ran.


    The Eagles monitored their crossfire and picked the attackers off with instinctive reflexes as they observed Angela walking across the beach.


    Everyone realized their fight was useless. The only thing that would matter was happening now, out of their reach.


    Adrian felt death approaching. Before he could make the choice on which one would be best for Safe Haven, Angela came through the crowd of struggling men. Encased in the fire barrier, sand flew up from her heels at the hard impacts as she merged with her witch, leaving fiery prints in the sand.


    The rest of the fighting stopped.


    Marc and the Eagles quickly secured distracted trackers and refugees with bullets.


    Angela stopped a few feet from Adrian, who had been shoved to his knees and now had one gun pointing at his head and another against his back. It was a simple matter to kill the two men holding him, but there was an instant of indecision about it anyway. If she aimed wrong, he would be killed too. Is that supposed to happen now? Because I won’t allow it! Angela sent a blast of force that had no warning, knocking all three men backward into the sand. Another flip of her finger saw guns spinning through the air.


    Completely unarmed now and dazed, the two trackers tried to scramble away while Adrian recovered from the blast. Without a shield up, he had taken it full strength with the other two, but in his weakened condition and his weak heart, he was feeling it more than they had.


    Angered by that thought, Angela sent out another blast targeting the two men now gaining their feet.


    Many of the Eagles looked away as the two men were hammered into the ground.


    Blood and gore splattered across the wet sand.


    Angela turned toward Marc without looking at Adrian.


    Marc was there to put an arm around her shoulders and lead her back toward the convoy. He didn’t look at Adrian either, but it was impossible to hide his disappointment. For another brief second, he’d thought that man was gone from their lives.


    Angela shrugged off Marc’s arm and went to the truck occupied by William and Grant.


    Marc realized there wasn’t room for him in the vehicle and hung onto her door as Grant took the truck to where she pointed and Ray guarded her door with his gun in hand, hanging from the other side.


    All around them, gunshots were still ringing out. The refugees and trackers who hadn’t run as soon as Angela became a firewalker were now being eliminated. For whatever reason, they had assumed they would be spared after the fight was over.


    Big mistake. Samantha was watching from the camper window. She’d caught William’s thoughts about Angela not warning them, but he didn’t understand. Safe Haven had been going through this so much that they spent all their time assuming they were going to be under attack at any point. There hadn’t been a reason for her to warn them, because they knew the odds of it happening upon arrival were a lot higher than the odds against it.


    The Eagles had hoped the threat wouldn’t be large, considering how many refugees had died at the naval station, and it hadn’t been. Less than four dozen bodies were around the convoy. Even without the descendants, Eagles could have handled this. Their enemies were finally weakening in number.


    Neil entered the camper and rubbed Samantha’s warm shoulders. “How are you?”


    Samantha gave a small shrug. “Fine until I move.”


    Angela had made it clear that until they were on the boat and out of these bumpy cars, her labor wasn’t likely to stop. At some point, it could go too far, and she would lose both babies. Neil was taking steps now to make sure Samantha rested whether she wanted to or not.


    “If Jeremy were here, he’d help you with that.”


    Neil nodded. “Who says he isn’t? I can almost feel him looking over my shoulder, nagging.”


    Samantha snickered, glad they were able to have a good moment even though Jeremy had been ripped from their lives so horribly. “He would have, wouldn’t he?”


    Neil gave Samantha a hug and then went to pull the camper in line with the other vehicles. In the next few minutes, Angela would direct someone to get camp set up and then they would go searching for the boat. Neil didn’t need to be able to read minds to know what came next in this situation. The sooner they secured the ship and got the hell out of here, the better.


    After he shifted into park, Neil went back to Sam. “Do I need to put a guard on you right now?”


    Samantha didn’t take offense, understanding he was trying to protect her and the children. “No.”


    Samantha wasn’t a liar, so Neil believed her. He kissed her cheek, assigned a sentry anyway, then hurried off to help with the normal chores.


    Around them, other Eagles and camp members did the same. After their long break in Ciemus, these two days of travel had almost been rougher on them than the entire week before. In that short time, they had softened a little.


    Conveniences and amenities, Samantha thought, watching the beautiful symphony play out. Despite being in an unknown area and not receiving orders yet, everyone was doing their job. It took Samantha another minute of listening for the boss and not hearing her to figure out Angela really wasn’t going to give orders. Only time would tell how things would go for them from here, but Samantha believed they would be fine. They were strong, they were smart, and they had an amazing leader who would walk through fire to ensure their safety. They just had to keep her alive.
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    Adrian saw medics hurrying toward the shack and hoped they would be able to help Zack and the others. He wasn’t positive they were still alive. The trackers had left the wounded men without a second thought. That wasn’t a good sign.


    The rest of Adrian’s boat team followed the medics, under orders from Kyle.


    Ivan walked by Adrian, stringing up the yellow tape the camp was known for. “Step back, please.”


    Adrian realized he was on the outside of the perimeter and went in the opposite direction. His banishment was still in effect. I shouldn’t be here.


    “Hang on!” Kenn jogged over to the tape. “Take this.”


    Adrian caught the kit Kenn tossed, aware of dirty looks being cast at both of them. He nodded his thanks and left.


    Kenn ignored Ivan’s glower, chin going up. He would have done it even without Angela’s silent request. She hadn’t been able to stand seeing Adrian so thin. Neither could Kenn.


    Kenn went toward the radio truck where he was stationed until relieved. He didn’t know when that would be yet, but he wasn’t in a hurry to get to the next thing. He was glad to be done with the land travel, though. A boat ride sounded perfect.


    Kenn tripped over something sticking from the sand and went face first in the damp grit.


    People who saw it chortled, sending good vibes across the camp.


    Kenn shoved himself up, groaning at a pinch in his shoulder. He looked over to see what had tripped him.


    An arm was laying there.


    I thought she got out of the way. Kenn started digging.


    Kendle was unconscious. Marc’s blow had been stronger than needed to put her out of commission.


    Kenn slid the woman into his arms and then over his good shoulder. He sympathized with the castaway, though he didn’t trust her, and he agreed with Jennifer removing her gifts. He knew what it was like to lust over someone or something you couldn’t have until it almost drove you nuts. He’d been able to pull back from that edge. Kendle hadn’t.


    Kenn took her to the medical camper, where Morgan was starting to treat their injured while Samantha pouted on a corner stool about not being allowed to help. Kenn dropped Kendle on the first empty bunk and gestured at the glass case on the wall of the camper. Marc had insisted all drugs be locked up. “Keep her out for a while.”


    Morgan nodded, going to get what he needed. He was one of the few people with a key. “I’ll do that first.”


    Satisfied the senior Eagle also knew what to do if Kendle became a problem, Kenn went to the radio truck and slid into the driver seat. It was time to check the waves and make sure all was calm in their world now.


    Silence.


    Static.


    More silence.


    Kenn kept flipping through the channels, happy with those. It meant the refugees here hadn’t thought to put out a call.


    On point for setup, Jennifer was disappointed that Kenn had helped Kendle. She’d hoped the woman hadn’t survived Marc’s vicious shove into the middle of the battle. Most people would perceive it as him trying to save her from herself, to stop her from shooting at Angela, but Jennifer had caught his thought as he shoved the woman. Marc wanted her dead. There would never be a relationship between them now. Kendle had crossed the line and shown herself an open threat to his soulmate. That would never be forgiven.


    No, it won’t, Angela confirmed happily as she evaluated the scene for what came next. He’s mine and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him–even have him kill Kendle by cutting her tongue out and letting her bleed to death. If I want it, I’ll make it happen. Angela had learned that lesson well since the war. Those who could take something and keep it, got to have it and enjoy it. Everyone else was screwed. Angela sent Jennifer a coded order.


    Jennifer brought up the camp shield, amazed at how easy it was now. The fight at the naval station had increased her strength. The cocky teenager swept the perimeter outside the shield, unable to help the grin. “Eagles rock!”


    Standing watch over the camp vehicles until the all clear was called, Kyle nodded and shared her triumph. This is how it’s supposed to be.


    Jennifer laughed, sending good vibes straight into the shield. Calmer colors swirled, telling everyone the battle for the shore was over.​


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Eleven



    Being Driven


     


     


     


    1


    “Take them down.” Quinn was supervising the removal of their men from the warehouse wall. Fury and fear burned in his heart. He’d wanted to come with Zack. It could have been his body hanging here.


    Eagles helped hold the weight as Tommy and Ozzie pried railroad spikes from Carl and Dexter. Flesh came with them.


    The mood was dangerous.


    Angela stood behind them, holding in her misery this time. She’d known some of Zack’s team wouldn’t make it back, but she hadn’t been able to see who.


    Happy shouting echoed, seeming wrong to the laboring men. Now that the fighting was over, people were noticing the ocean. The Eagles already had. They were trained to enjoy things after duty was done, but the camp wanted to go explore it now. The Eagles made them wait until the area had been cleared. Their surroundings were vastly different from their usual camping places. Instead of weeds, trees, and houses, there was sand, a few shacks along the sand, and an ocean that hadn’t stopped roaring since they’d begun to spill blood on the beach. Birds were even flying in the distance, though many of the camp wasn’t thrilled about that discovery. Like Kenn, they remembered the flock of gulls that had come down to greet them in the west.


    Ray and Pam came by with a stretcher. They had no trouble carrying it. Zack had lost a lot of weight.


    Angela went to them as Zack held up a hand.


    The carriers paused to let them communicate. It gave the Eagles time to scan the camp and verify that people were safe. Ray and Pam had both come to the conclusion they were alive because of Adrian and Angela. They’d discussed it and agreed they wanted Safe Haven under dual leadership.


    Angela took Zack’s hand, smiling at him.


    Zack grimaced. “I don’t deserve that.”


    Angela placed her other hand on his forehead and sent a weak blast of her remaining energy. “Yes, you do. Consider it a second chance.”


    Zack breathed out tears. “Thank you.”


    “It’s not absolution!” Angela’s voice was sharp. “I can’t give you that. All I can do is tell you the past no longer matters to me when we set sail. Don’t screw that up.”


    Zack kept crying as they carried him to the medical camper to join Charlie, who was getting stitches from Neil.


    Angela’s pain lashed at her. She rotated toward the kids in the semi.


    Stop.


    Angela stopped.


    Turn around.


    Angela shook her head.


    Adrian sighed. He’d almost made it out of sight before Marc had called him back to give her energy. It’s almost over now, baby. Turn around and let me give him what he wants.


    It won’t work.


    I know. Turn around.


    Marc watched as Angela turned toward Adrian. A bright light shot out of his hand.


    Angela arched as his healing energy hit her, arms opening to him in front of everyone.


    Marc’s stomach dropped.


    Unease filled the shield.


    Adrian withdrew. He turned and left. He would spend the night guarding the shoreline by the ship, but he wouldn’t go to the boat itself until Angela did. He had no right to see it first.


    “All clear!”


    Angela barely kept herself from following Adrian. She waved at Eagles instead. “Let them out!”


    People ran from vehicles to bathroom tents, stepping over and around the messes.


    Kyle had drafted a crew to bury those spots. He came to her now. “Camp is up. Bodies are being removed or buried, and we’ll have full perimeter security any minute. Eagles will have a short, private service at midnight for our fallen men.” Kyle easily kept up with Angela’s fast steps through the damp sand. “Ivan and James are on it.”


    “What about injured?”


    “Other than Zack’s team, we have no injuries.”


    Angela knew he meant no serious injuries. They had plenty of minor issues.


    “I want us ready to leave in five. Quinn has point.” Angela hadn’t planned to go to the ship until morning, but she couldn’t wait. She had to know it was there; she had to see it with her own eyes.


    Kyle motioned.


    Quinn stared in surprise. “Really? Awesome!”


    Kyle rolled his eyes and did a quick evaluation. People were setting up the main areas. Animals were being unloaded, vehicles were being parked, sentries were standing watch with holstered weapons, and the mood was light despite the death around them. They’d gotten used to this part of the struggle. “Do you have a list of who…” Kyle took the paper she handed him.


    He glanced at it and stiffened. “I’ll have them ready.” He strode away.


    Angela waved at Marc. “Let’s get loaded up.”


    Marc assumed Kyle was angry because of the names on the list. Marc hadn’t seen it, but he planned to keep his mouth shut no matter who she did or didn’t want along. He led her to a truck that he knew still had fuel. He didn’t look for Adrian.


    Angela did. His magic was swarming through her heart, pulling at her. She looked over her shoulder, but he was gone.


    Angela forced a smile and signaled at the assembling team she’d chosen. “Let’s go! It’s time to see our ship!”


    A minute later, the truck was full. Angela slapped the dash.


    The truck rolled out.


    Ten of them had come for this fast check to be positive the boat was here. Angela had chosen it based on team leaders and the council. All of them were one or the other, except for Grant, Cole, and Travis. Kyle had been furious because Jennifer had been brought along and he hadn’t. Angela planned to explain later that she didn’t feel good about leaving Quinn in charge alone. With Kyle there, her camp would be covered.


    “I’ll tell him.” Jennifer was in the rear with Samantha and Neil. If there was trouble, Neil would protect Samantha, and Jennifer would protect them both. “Are you okay?”


    Samantha nodded, cheeks red at being in Neil’s arms, but there was no denying he rode better than the seat. “I wanted to see it too.”


    Jennifer smiled. “Kyle will get over it.”


    Ivan drove across the front yard of a little snack shack that only had two walls remaining. Wrapped items were scattered through the debris piles, telling them people hadn’t come through here since it had all gone to hell. The Eagles were relieved.


    “I see someone.” Ivan pointed.


    Marc sighed. He didn’t need to see Angela’s list to know there was someone missing from it. “Pull over.”


    Ivan frowned at Marc’s order, but he obeyed when Angela didn’t correct it. He slowed by the man walking down the small road that Safe Haven had come over to reach the shore. The next street would lead them to the boat site she’d marked on the map.


    Marc opened the door and slammed Adrian in the shoulder with it.


    Expecting words, Adrian fell to the ground and barely missed being run over.


    “Get in the back.”


    Adrian pushed up and did as Marc ordered, mind full of ugly thoughts. One day, the wolfman would go too far and it would end with both of their deaths.


    “But not today.” Angela settled her men down. She nodded at Ivan to get them rolling. “Today, we see the ship that’s going to take us away from here for the next four years.”


    Silence fell as they contemplated how short of a time that was, but also how long. There was a lot they could accomplish with four years of peace.


    Marc directed Ivan to drive along the beach.


    Ivan shrugged. He hadn’t thought Angela wanted to be bounced, so he was going slow.


    “I’ve been waiting for this moment for eight months.” Angela flashed a real smile. “You can’t get me there fast enough.”


    Ivan chuckled and hit the gas.


    Adrian clutched the truck bed and avoided the glares of the Eagles around him. He was shocked to be here and not stupid enough to ask why. He rubbed his aching shoulder and kept his mouth shut.


    “Is that it?” Kenn was also thrilled to be along. Kyle had sent Shawn to watch the radio in his place.


    Grant shook his head. “That’s a yacht.”


    Cole laughed. “You’re looking for somethin’ a wee bit bigger.”


    Kenn frowned at the second captain, not liking the man being so close to Angela even though he’d been scanned by all the descendants. Kenn tried to spot a larger boat, but scraggily trees were blocking the view.


    “Left.” Angela was searching for problems trying to sneak up on them. She wanted to have this moment before things went nuts again. She’d more than earned it. They all had.


    “Left again.” Angela was on the edge of her seat, literally. She’d glimpsed this moment during her first meeting with Adrian. When the ground shook, she’d shared this vision with him. It was the main reason she’d agreed to the awful charade. The boat was hope in the darkness, light in the midst of terror. Without it, she had little reason to go on.


    Adrian and Marc both frowned. They’d thought their love and the love of her children were what had carried her through.


    Angela snorted. “It is, but what good does it do to have those lives if you never get to live them? We’ll never have that peace here. They won’t grow older or have kids of their own. We’ll all die. That boat is the only thing between America and extinction.”


    “For the world.” Adrian kept his voice down so it wouldn’t offend Marc. “A lot of us are getting on ships and leaving our homelands. We’re being called.”


    “We’re being driven.” Like Adrian, Marc had been having dreams of the other countries he’d been in during his service, the people he’d had contact with. Land masses with huge populations before the war had been decimated, but not to extinction levels. The 11-month aftermath had taken care of that. Now, the few survivors were killing each other off as fast as they could. Anyone who stayed would die.


    “There.” Angela’s joy filled the cabin until the men were sharing her tears. It was impossible not to. Her happiness was an indescribable light that swirled over them and stole their hearts. Any of the men with her would have killed or died at that moment, on her word.


    Hitting them hard, aren’t you? The witch was tired of the drama and didn’t want more.


    I’m rewarding them while enjoying the moment. Why do you have to ruin everything?


    Because they all trust you now.


    Marc doesn’t.


    He tried to get rid of her. That’s proof of his loyalty.


    You said trust. I know he’s loyal.


    The two go hand in hand.


    He’ll come around. In the meantime, feel that ocean breeze. Smell the salt and the fish. It is freedom calling out for those brave enough to take the risk.


    And win, the witch added.


    Angela nodded. Yes. It’s another challenge to be survived. Underestimating the ocean isn’t on my list.


    Good, because I can hear it. The water doesn’t want us.


    No, but the seas are not controlled by nature alone. The ocean belongs to the land beneath them–to the dirt that shifts them and the tides that keep them alive. The odds go up the minute we sail off into the sunset.


    “Will we get to?” Marc was keeping track of their surroundings and the conversation between Angela and her witch.


    “Oh, yes. In seven days, we’ll be watching America fade into the distance.” Her happiness fell. “And then we won’t see her again for more than 1000 nights. Enjoy the feel of her under your feet right now, the taste of her in your lungs. It’ll be all we’ll have to hold us through when homesickness tries to cripple our decisions and bring us back early.”


    “Will people be able to leave the island once we get there?” Marc had been wondering about her rules for that.


    “Yes, but not with our ships or our supplies. Make that clear. They also won’t be allowed to cut the island trees to make their own boats. If they go, tell them to plan for the long haul. We’re not coming home until the odds on survival are at a level I can stomach.”


    “Four years.”


    “Yes.” Angela swallowed her misery. “Stop here.”


    Eagles frowned, realizing she wanted to walk the rest of the way.


    Marc had been expecting it. The UN truck they’d chosen to bring was loud and she was a good leader. While they went to the beach, any strangers would come here, where they would find the vehicle and Ivan. Marc motioned him to stay.


    Angela gave Ivan a sharp look when he would have protested. Even Dog delivered a snort as he leapt from the floorboard to the ground. The wolf stayed at Angela’s side as she walked to the beach path that was mostly buried. No one had swept it in 11 months.


    Angela felt the sand give beneath her boots and sank to the platform underneath. The instant she made contact with the rotting wood, that ugly sense of horror she’d been carrying for her camp left. A smile of relief came to her lips, allowing her guards to relax. They assumed she’d spotted the boat, but Angela had just come through a barrier and was able to recognize it. This area was special, sheltered. She didn’t sense people or animals, nothing threatening. It was amazing after so long. She hadn’t thought to experience this emotional release until they sailed away and maybe not even then. She didn’t imagine the ocean would be easy to cross, only easier than the land they’d already come over.


    Marc signaled Ray and Wade to stay with Ivan, and then turned to Adrian.


    Adrian had stayed in the truck, assuming he was also here as a guard.


    “You are. Get up there.”


    Adrian’s mouth dropped open.


    Marc spun away before he could change his mind. This was a big moment for all of them, but Adrian had started Safe Haven’s trek and Angela had finished it. They deserved to have this moment and Marc wasn’t so bitter that he couldn’t tolerate it. I’m not Kendle.


    Adrian’s joy washed over them all in waves as he ran to catch up.


    Marc shook his head at the frowns from her escort, waving the men and women to join him instead. “Give them a minute.”


    Angela reached the end of the path and stepped onto the sandy shore. She heard steps hurrying up to her but didn’t turn. This was the first time she’d ever been to an ocean.


    The pictures and videos didn’t do it justice. Angela was aware of a man’s hand taking her arm to help her over debris as she made her way to the foamy water. Salt spray flew at her on the wind, bringing a sound of delight from her throat.


    Adrian stared, drawn by her reaction. He wasn’t certain he’d ever heard that level of happiness from her.


    Marc wasn’t either. He and the others stayed a few yards behind the pair, watching for problems. Marc knew Angela was distracted by the ocean right now and Adrian was, as usual, distracted by her.


    I’m not, though. You charged me with her safety. I don’t take that lightly.


    Just don’t get blinded when she touches the water or steps onto the pier. She’s vulnerable then and from more than a physical attack.


    Adrian understood Marc meant hidden trackers, but he hadn’t hit the beach path yet.


    “Is it always this loud?” Neil couldn’t hear their camp from here, though they were less than a mile away. The wind was coming in off the water, carrying the sounds of liquid and little else.


    Grant nodded. “It’s a lot of water. When it sloshes, you hear it.”


    “Will that be better or worse when we sail?” Kenn hadn’t considered the noise either. Eagles were trained to listen. This would make that harder.


    “Like any other situation, we’ll adjust.” Marc unfastened his old coat as his body registered the warmer wind and temperature. He missed his Eagle jacket, though he would never admit it. “At some point, we’ll long for this sound.”


    Marc stepped onto the wooden platform that was now partially uncovered from feet disturbing the sand. A sense of wellbeing and calm settled over his shoulders. “Wow. That’s…”


    Angela sighed, feeling Marc’s mood shift. “Amazing.”


    Marc had time to wonder why he hadn’t been able to sense Adrian’s mood improve upon hitting the path and then a bubble enveloped him, shutting down his grid. He could hear the thoughts around him, but he couldn’t track them.


    “I’ll explain it later.” Adrian didn’t want to be distracted. That conversation would pull him out of the present and send them all to the past.


    Angela entered the water.


    The sky darkened. The wind increased, and the calm sea began to send rough breakers toward her boots.


    “Odd.” Cole was trundling along behind Marc and the Eagles. “Never seen that before.”


    Grant gestured the captain to be quiet. An ominous wind was rising from the water, pushing toward them like a hunter scenting prey.


    This isn’t going to be good. Marc looked at Adrian. Hang on to her.


    Adrian’s grip on Angela’s arm tightened as the feel of evil grew. There was a problem here.


    Angela put her other boot into the water.


    A wave rose and sped toward her. As it traveled, it resembled a ghost with a thorny crown.


    “The Spirit of Nature.” Kenn was stunned.


    “Not nature.” Adrian watched in delighted fear. “The water that runs through this planet has its own essence, its own goals and drives. Nature doesn’t control anything in the water. She can only direct it through the land.”


    Flying along the top of the water, the wave grew in size and rage, screaming.


    When Adrian did nothing, Marc shoved by him to get in front of her.


    The wave hit Marc and drenched him in salt water that immediately began to freeze.


    Marc struggled against the icy barrier, chest heavy. He couldn’t break it.


    A new wave formed at the end of the battered dock, swelling as it rushed toward them.


    Angela didn’t move or react, so her other men didn’t either. Marc tried to catch his breath through the ice.


    The water broke over their heads in liquid that ran along their bodies in cold splashes and sprays to freeze them in place. Only Angela and Adrian weren’t encased in crystals as the drenching wave receded. Ice formed on their boots and legs though, rushing upward at an alarming rate.


    Eagles tried to retreat, but they found themselves locked into place.


    “The next one will be ugly. You’ll feel like you can’t breathe.” Angela pointed at shapes coming toward them. “This is a water shield. It’s icy because you fear it. Ice is heavy and hard to breathe through. Try to relax.”


    The worried men watched the shark swim closer, unable to see a shield over Angela.


    Angela let a flash of her hidden panic show, revealing the ice bubble. “Kendle and John should be here. We don’t have all seven.”


    “It’ll be enough.” Adrian hoped he was right. “John is always with us. Marc is connected to Kendle. We’re all here.”


    Satisfied it was as close as she could get, Angela lifted a freezing hand. “Safe Haven wishes to cross. Please grant us passage.”


    Another wave swelled at the end of the dock, but it was full of sea creatures focusing on the human threats with hunger.


    “We are not your enemy. We represent the light.”


    The wave swelled to twice the size of the last, flying toward them.


    Angela lifted her other hand. “I have asked for safe passage. Grant it and I will give a pledge.”


    You lie! The wave roared closer.


    “I do not!” Angela sent power into her mental doors, using gifts she hadn’t before because there wasn’t a need. She whipped the wind around, forcing it against the wave. “I will give you one lifeforce. Mine.”


    Angela sent more power, using her rage as the men denied her choice. “When my death comes, I promise it to the water.”


    Who are you?!


    Angela felt the water sink in to her for an answer. She let it, allowing the verification.


    She’s the one!


    We’ve been waiting for her!


    Safe Haven.


    The ocean stilled.


    The wind dropped.


    Ice melted, freeing everyone.


    The creatures paused, then swam back out to deeper water.


    Angela sighed in relief. The water would be a faster, easier death than any nature or man had planned for her.


    “A deal has been made,” Adrian intoned. “We’ve been granted safe passage.”


    Angela marched back to land, deal made.


    Adrian followed without looking at Marc. He’d known what the price for crossing was, but he’d thought Angela would offer up one of her enemies. He’d only scribbled a single note on this part of the journey. He was surprised she’d understood how powerful the choice would be.


    “I didn’t at first. I just refuse to give nature the satisfaction of my lifeforce when the end comes. She doesn’t deserve to absorb my power.”


    “And the water does?” Marc tried not to shiver from being soaked. The wind had returned, though not as forcefully.


    “Yes. The ocean has been abused for centuries. My energy may speed up recovery and bring back some of the aquatic life that was devastated in the war.”


    Marc liked the answer. He was also relieved to know her death wasn’t coming now. As for getting to pick how she would go, Marc approved. It was much better than the cloud he’d been living under.


    Angela strode down the beach, where the water stayed back from her boots even though it should have covered her each time it rushed in.


    “It won’t take her whenever it wants, right? Like as soon as we set sail?” Kenn didn’t like the lack of details in the contract.


    “The water can’t take her from fate.” Adrian was still staring at the boat. “It can only claim her when that moment comes.”


    The men were partially relieved.


    Now that the water had calmed, they could see layers of rotting debris under the surface. It was hard to tell if it had been blown there during storms or washed there from other lands. It was also impossible to tell what it had all been. The piles were melded together and leaking into the water as they decomposed.


    “There it is.” Marc pointed, staggering through the damp sand to catch up to Angela, who had left them yards behind in her eagerness.


    She’d spotted the boat before stepping into the water, but it would have been disrespectful not to acknowledge the ocean first.


    Marc caught up. “How do you know these things? William doesn’t. I’ve scanned his thoughts on the ocean. He’s scared of water.”


    “This water.” Adrian stayed on Angela’s other side. “The water that runs through Ciemus protects them. He fishes and swims in it.”


    “The ocean is too large for all of it to be safe.” Angela slowed to let the rest of the team catch up. “Only our route will be honored. If we leave that path, we’ll fail. Or sink.”


    “We’ll be careful of our choices.” Marc hoped that was true.


    Adrian thought of the blue and red path in the nightmares they’d shared. He shivered. Everything was coming true.


    Angela gave him a subtle nod.


    Adrian dropped his head and scrutinized the wet sand. We’ll need platforms for loading. He distracted himself from those memories. We can’t walk over this while carrying things. Too dangerous.


    Marc glanced between the two but didn’t speak. He assumed Adrian had been thinking of his fated time with Angela and she’d shut it down.


    Angela shoved away Adrian’s real thought of the stops they would make on this trip. Some of those, like the ghost ship, would be awful. The camp didn’t need to know those moments were waiting. There would be time for that later, when they were on the ocean and needed something to prepare for in place of the boredom.


    “Should I draft things for that?”


    “First things first.” Angela stopped at the end of the long, wide dock that had survived with only a few missing boards. It appeared sturdy, but Angela hadn’t paused out of fear. She was about to cry.


    Three long ramps came from the Royal Caribbean ship, though only pillars remained of the farthest. The ramps led to different sections of the boat. White and red, with orange life boats swaying against the sides, the cruise liner was intimidating. Countless portholes gleamed at them from 10 stories, topped off by a number of other structures on and over the deck that they couldn’t see from where they stood. Shaped like a battle ship in the front and a ferry in the rear, there were also numerous open areas with glass-enclosed passageways that appeared to be intact. Providing security on it would be a nightmare.


    Angela noted the light damage after 11 months of sitting here. Cruise ships were made to withstand ugly conditions. This one had to be tough to still be so light on the water. It clearly wasn’t leaking. Angela sighed, letting out eight months of stress. “We got them here.”


    Adrian nodded. “Your methods were better. I should have told you everything from the start. You would have found a way to do it all without the lies.”


    She shrugged. “Probably, but fate gave you an ugly duty. I’ve now accomplished the second part of that. It feels amazing.”


    Adrian leaned in and kissed her cheek, then retreated. “Thank you for your sacrifices.”


    Angela’s tears rolled over pale cheeks. “And you, yours.”


    Adrian put an arm around her shoulders, shifting her toward the dock. “Come on. Let’s go get a closer view of what we’ve given up so much for.”​
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