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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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    “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
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