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    ​Chapter One


    An Odd Mood


    The Medical Bay
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    “If you’re going with me, be on the top deck with your gear at 9 am tomorrow.” Tonya pulled on her sweater while making sure her voice carried. “Talk to the CMO for your medical clearance if you were just on a run, no exceptions. Only a clearance from the CMO will let you go.”


    Patients who’d started gathering their gear changed directions and headed for the tired medic. Cups of oats were put down and happily left behind.


    Thelma began gathering them, huffing.


    Grant dropped the salty filter into a waste can and went to the shower. He was covered in grease and sweat.


    Tonya gave Terry an apologetic glance as she went by the counter. He’d been here for hours, and now he would have to stay longer instead of taking his break. He’d already been given the chore of cleaning up the mess from Dorris and Willie, though Marc and Conner had helped remove those withered bodies. Conner was back with the Mitchels now, and Fern was in her room with Timmy, who had taken a large book in there with him. Tonya hoped he spotted something she’d missed. She didn’t want to lose Fern either.


    “It’s fine.” Terry didn’t mind the extra work because their timeline had changed. He recognized the moment as something else. Tonya was giving her full support, to encourage everyone to trust him while she and Morgan were gone. He liked how that made him feel, but he also resented it that a lab technician’s support carried so much weight with their camp.


    Tonya rotated, hand going to her hip. “Problem?”


    Terry wanted to explain how he felt, but there were dozens of witnesses shifting toward them in curiosity, and the camera was still rolling this out live to every monitor on the ship. “Nope. I’ll cover it.”


    Tonya hated calling people out now, but there wasn’t time to ease him through this. “While we’re gone, try to remember that it’s not a competition for the camp’s love. There’s enough space for all of us here, even lowly lab techs who don’t have as much old-world training as you.”


    Terry turned bright red. He dropped his head to avoid the disapproval from their witnesses.


    Jayda slowly came out to the reception area. The soreness from Neil’s run and being out of a cot for the first time in weeks was already hitting her. “Is that what you’re going to be like on this run?”


    Tonya didn’t back down. “When it’s needed, yes.”


    Jayda held still as Jennifer came over to give her a short healing session. “I guess there’s always a price to pay for winning a cage match.”


    Tonya stiffened as two insistent, unhappy patients came toward her. “That is very true.”


    A soft green glow lit the lounge as Jennifer’s regeneration power sank into Jayda’s hand and finished healing the wound that she’d gotten from Kenn’s knife. It also healed her scrapes and puncture wounds, but not the bruises or soreness.


    “Make sure you finish the antibiotics while you’re gone. We’ve seen these things sometimes come back, even though the person was healed with magic.” Terry went to get a bottle, so Jayda could take it with her.


    “I will.” Jayda still wanted to go, but she would miss Terry even more now that she knew he felt the same way she did. I’ll give him a private goodbye.


    Terry blushed, soothed.


    Angela stepped around Jayda. “Enjoy the run.”


    Jayda paused. “Any advice?”


    “Nope.” Angela went to the counter to take Tonya’s place at the desk.


    Jayda went to pack, disappointed but unsure why.


    Max and Frank both nodded politely to her, but they didn’t speak. Both of the churchmen from Shawn’s crew were glad that Jayda was leaving, though they didn’t have an issue with her personally. They would have this medical room to themselves now, since Selina had stayed with Missy. That meant it would just be two normals in here until they were cleared to leave.


    Morgan gestured toward Dalton. “The boss is going to handle the release paperwork for Jayda. Watch her so you can help with the next one.”


    Dalton hurried over. He’d been helping Anna file paperwork and update files. “Time with the boss! It’s gonna be a good day.”


    Angela began gathering the forms. “Just keep your yo-yo to yourself.”


    Dalton made a face. “Well, that’s not fun!”


    Laughter broke some of the tension.


    Marc glared at Dalton.


    Anna slapped Marc lightly on the arm. “Work now. Pit Bull later.”


    Marc snickered. “Yes, ma’am.” He went to put more bodies onto the gory cart in the hallway while everyone stared at Anna in surprise.


    Anna resumed filing. She knew how to handle guard dogs. She’d spent years doing it with Tobias and her sister.


    Daniella was still bunking with Zack and Mike, but she was secretly observing Ralph and Daisey for problems like she’d been asked to. Anna didn’t believe they were going to cause trouble until it was time to go.


    Debra stopped in front of Tonya. “Want to go.”


    Tonya didn’t need Theo’s silent denial. The bruises showing from under Debra’s tank top said she’d had enough action for now. “Have that baby before you go on any more adventures. You’ll have plenty of time for excitement later.”


    Vario’s relief was noticed by his team, but he managed to keep it from everyone else. He didn’t want Debra to leave camp again for a while either. It was the only thing he and Theo had in common.


    “Just went on one.” Debra gestured toward her room, where Theo quickly got out of sight. “Did fine!”


    Tonya noticed Sadie and Panaji were also staying away from everyone, even though a meal had been delivered. She assumed it was connected to Adrian. The Mitchel door was shut, and they were being quiet, but everyone knew they were in there. “Stay here and give someone else a chance.”


    Debra crossed her arms over her large chest. “Bored!”


    “Then try something new…like maybe being a guard for the boss. There’s always action around her.”


    Angela groaned at Tonya’s comment. “No lie there.”


    “Keep her away from the boss and everyone else!” Zack shouted from his bed.


    Sitting in a chair next to Zack’s cot, Daniella nodded. Zack had already let go of his misplaced anger at Angela. They had a bond that would be hard to break and Daniella was glad of it. That bond might keep Zack alive.


    Leeann cringed. She was in the chair by Mike’s bed, holding his hand. Zack’s anger sent fresh fear into her mind.


    Daniella noticed that reaction. The girl needs someone to help her find her courage. I might be that someone.


    Out in the lounge, Debra spun toward Zack’s room. “Shut up!”


    Zack rose onto his arm, glowering from his cot. “You’re too quick to pull the trigger. You need to be on laundry duty or toilet work until you learn when to fire, Rookie!”


    Debra was shocked into silence.


    Many of the witnesses were also surprised at his open correction.


    Angela wasn’t. Debra had killed Allison during the encounter with Nature in the ballroom. Zack was holding a grudge. “Go help Theo pack. He is going on this run.”


    Vario’s happiness flooded the area.


    Tonya didn’t mind Theo being added. It also explained why Debra had decided she wanted to go.


    Kenn stepped closer, tone a deep rumble of desire. “Room for one more?”


    He’d been standing there staring at her with those sexy eyes and that charming grin in hopes that it would sway her. Tonya felt betrayed by his attempt to seduce her into getting what he wanted. “You’ve been told no several times now. Learn to fucking listen! No!”


    Tonya left the medical bay with waves of anger radiating from her.


    Kenn limped back to his room so Jennifer could give him a healing session. He didn’t look at Angela as he went by.


    Charlie followed Kenn. “I’ll help you get settled.”


    “Thanks.” Kenn had refused to use the walker, but he was already regretting it. He felt like he might fall over. His bruised insides were aching; he had scratches, punctures, swelling, and he’d lost weight again. He really didn’t need to go on another run yet.


    Jennifer followed them, glad Charlie would be in there too. She didn’t trust Angela’s ex.


    The cats did, however. They were all sleeping in a pile under Kenn’s cot. Jennifer found it both cute and creepy. “I’ll give Gus a session after this. Hopefully, it will help him wake up.” All of them were concerned that Gus had slept through the noise.


    Angela retrieved the papers she needed. “Then you’re on a break while we get your room switched. The den mothers are on the way to collect the kids. Cate and Cody will stay with them.” Angela motioned.


    The twins hurried out to the hallway to do escort duty, happy with the chore. The den mothers would pass out snacks that tasted better than the oat cups.


    Jennifer didn’t want to be in the rear wing, even though it would smell better. She wanted to be out here where she could observe everything that was happening. “We’re fine where we are, Boss.”


    Angela didn’t relent. “Your room needs a scrub, and the one they’ve prepped is ready. We’ll handle the move. Take a break. Go see a movie, read a book, enjoy the beautiful views.”


    Jennifer scanned the hallway, where 100 reeking corpses were still waiting to be removed. “You’re in an odd mood.”


    “Yep.” Angela handed Dalton a sheet of paper. “That’s a release form. Read it so you start getting familiar with the paperwork, then take it to Terry to sign. As the CMO, he’s the only one who can officially do that.”


    “Not you or Tonya?”


    “Not officially. There are a lot of rules for dealing with the patients, Dalton. One of them is what to do when they’re a pain in the ass. You’ll sometimes have people who refuse to stay here. Let them go, record it, and leadership gets notified. Never try to keep someone here against their will unless they’re dangerous or you have orders from a senior Eagle.”


    Dalton didn’t ask about that hierarchy. He was finally paying attention. He would figure it out on his own.


    “I know you’re talking about me, Boss, and I wish you’d stop.”


    Angela chuckled at Gus’s sleepy comment.


    Terry detoured toward Gus’s room. Only Mike was still sleeping now.


    Molly and Vario followed the medic. They wanted time with Gus to make sure he understood he needed to keep Parker away from Bernice while they were gone. Parker hadn’t returned to the ship yet that they knew of, but it was only a matter of time.


    Bernice also hurried in to check on Gus. “You will stay here until you are cleared!”


    Gus didn’t argue with her, but he wasn’t going to obey. His leg had a painful burn scar that was bright red around the edges. An IV was in his arm, and he was sure he’d been given medication to combat the infection, but he already wanted to sail away again. He’d been awake for three minutes and the same feeling of restlessness was hitting hard.
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    Adrian came out of the Mitchel medical room. He ignored the stains from the deaths of their traitors as he opened his notebook and settled onto the other end of the couch. He sank down into his mind as that older, almost foreign voice finally began to speak slowly enough for him to copy the words. The notes he’d taken were coming together into the full story of another branch of descendants who had been created at the same time as the founding families that Safe Haven already knew about. Adrian was eager to learn how humanity had spread across the planet, but he was also leery of the new people simply because they were new.


    Those who saw him were glad of another guard out here now that there was so much activity. Even distracted, Adrian was useful.


    Sadie’s door shut softly.


    Kyle’s door opened. He locked eyes with Morgan. “It’s time for us to have that talk.”


    Morgan froze for an instant. Then he nodded. “Name the when and where.”


    Kyle gently flexed his fingers, relishing the pain when it worked. He had his hand back, though he expected a long, hurtful recovery. “During the church service.”


    “I assumed you’d attend it.”


    “So does everyone else.” Kyle shut the door in hopes that he could sleep some more. It had been an intense run.


    Jennifer had already gone to do her next healing session. She missed it all.


    Morgan looked at Angela.


    Angela acted as if she hadn’t heard them. She handed Dalton another sheet of paper as soon as he returned with the signed release form. “This is a copy of it. Get his signature on it too.”


    Dalton wasn’t sure how he felt about this new job. “Why didn’t you give them both to me at the same time?”


    “So you’ll never forget to do it after this. Your annoyance will make it a lasting memory.”


    Dalton’s scowl grew. “Not everything has to be bad for people to remember it.”


    “Okay. Get that paper signed and put both copies into Jayda’s folder.”


    Dalton understood she was blowing him off. He muttered as he obeyed.


    Anna chuckled. The boss knew how to handle guard dogs too. That was clear from her marriage and her past.


    “But not well, or it wouldn’t be so stressful.”


    Anna shrugged at Angela’s comment. “No one’s perfect, Boss.”


    Angela’s nostrils flared. “Fair enough.”


    They both looked over as Neil limped out of his crowded room despite protests from his family. He had showered, but he was covered in red puncture marks, black welts, yellowing scrapes and bruises, and other minor, multicolored wounds. His Eagle shirt was baggy, and his face was too thin.


    Angela opened her mouth to deny him.


    Neil held onto the wall. “Give me a minute.”


    Angela waited, but her frown was huge.


    Neil half sat, half fell onto the stained couch by Adrian.


    Adrian kept writing. His free hand went out to steady the weak man. “I give it willingly.”


    Neil began drawing energy from Adrian. His pain eased as the power sank in and began healing his wounds and filling out his bony frame. “My thanks.”


    Adrian shifted slightly so he was holding Neil up with his shoulder. “It’s my honor.”


    Neil snorted wearily. “You have none.”


    Adrian grunted. “Slam you.”


    Neil rested against his former mentor. “Okay.”


    Anna observed the moment in fascination and anger. She enjoyed seeing what Adrian’s magic could do. But I’m tired of how they treat him. “While you’re gone, maybe they’ll understand they’d all be dead if you weren’t around!”


    Adrian kept writing. “I earned this. Leave them be.”


    “No.” Anna slammed the file cabinet shut. “I can’t stay here anymore. These people suck! Hypocrites, every one of them!”


    Silence fell.


    Daniella came out to the lounge. She went to her sister and hugged her.


    Anna tried not to cry. “I mean it!”


    “I know you do.” Daniella rubbed her back and nuzzled her cheek. “Miss you, sissy.”


    Anna giggled like when they were kids. Daniella always knew how to make her feel better. “Fine, I’ll stay, but only until our babies are born, and then I have to go. I can’t take the constant bullying of someone I love.”


    Adrian smiled. “Love you too, Anna.”


    Everyone knew they meant it as friends. It was the only relationship with a female where Adrian wasn’t trying to hump her leg like a dog.


    Daniella kissed Anna’s cheek. “It’ll get better. You’re lonely and restless. The baby will solve both of those issues.”


    Everyone had assumed Daniella would be the problem.


    Even Dalton was surprised. “She always appears calm and easy-going.”


    Angela gave him a pointed glance. “So do you. And it’s a lie, isn’t it?”


    Dalton took the forms over to the filing cabinet without answering. He rubbed Anna’s arm as he went by.


    Anna tensed.


    Daniella decided to help things along. She pushed Anna into Dalton.


    Dalton caught the pregnant widow in surprise and then desire as their bodies touched.


    Anna snarled, but she didn’t pull away.


    Daniella snickered. “She likes you.”


    Dalton had frozen at the angry noise. “That’s a good sign?”


    Daniella nodded. “Yep. If she didn’t like you, you’d be screaming in pain for touching her without permission.”


    “I’ll remember that.” Dalton used his free hand to file the papers.


    Anna leaned against him and tried to control her emotions. Tobias had charmed them and kept them against their will, but before that, she’d been with him willingly. They’d had love at one point. Watching Daniella kill him and then being alone for months had been hard to handle. She couldn’t help her boiling emotions. “Why are you even near me? I’m not one of the camp sluts. I won’t play with your penis.”


    Dalton sighed. “I’d never treat you that way. What I want is more important than sex.”


    Anna lifted a brow. “And that would be?”


    Dalton didn’t answer.
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    “Dad?”


    Mike’s confused voice carried out into the lounge. Everyone quieted while Morgan went to check on the teenager. Terry was still busy with Gus.


    Zack limped over to Mike’s cot. “I’m right here.”


    Mike groaned. “I hurt all over.”


    “We’ll get you a painkiller.” Zack gently clasped Mike’s hand while Morgan began checking his temperature and blood pressure.


    Mike tried to open his eyes and found them too heavy. “What happened?”


    “You fell down the stairs and hit your head. You’ve been out for weeks.”


    People who didn’t understand the need for the lie exchanged confused glances.


    Angela and Neil’s team approved.


    “Why can’t I remember anything?”


    “You’re locked, boy.” Zack gave Mike’s bruised hand a comforting squeeze. “You asked us to do it, to save your life. Please don’t try to remember or you’ll die.”


    Mike’s eyes opened. He spotted Leeann sitting in the chair by his cot.


    The lock rattled on his memory.


    Mike drew in a calming breath. Stay locked. I don’t want to know.


    Zack was relieved. “Leeann is also locked. You guys can help each other adjust.”


    Mike smiled wearily at the girl. He knew he held a deep affection for her.


    Leeann held Mike’s other hand, blushing at the warmth coming from him. “I’m glad you’re okay.”


    “That fall almost killed him.” Morgan was using his X-ray gift now and detecting scarring that said Mike had been mortally injured. “Be more careful on the stairs.”


    “I will.” Mike yawned. He was out again a few seconds later.


    Out in the lounge, Angela stood up from the reception desk. “If you need a release form to go on Tonya’s run, line up here. Dalton will collect your name, get your form, and file the paperwork. You can pack while you wait. Don’t forget to straighten your room. Please leave the medical bay as clean as you found it.”


    People looked at the bloodstains and the bodies in the hall and then back to her with furrowed brows.


    Adrian glanced up from his notebook. “Jennifer’s right. You are in an odd mood.” His hand kept flying across the paper.


    “I know you are, but what am I?”


    Adrian rolled his eyes at her childish evasion and settled back into his work.


    Neil read over Adrian’s shoulder, still drawing streams of energy that were replenishing his health. The tale unfolding on the notebook page was like reading a skilled author who knew how to blend fantasy, horror, and science fiction into a story that would linger in the mind of a reader long after they finished the book. Neil was both fascinated and repulsed.


    Dalton let go of Anna, who still hadn’t responded to his declaration. “I don’t know how to do this.”


    Angela pointed at the chair she’d just left. “That’s never stopped me.”


    Dalton sat and picked up a pen as a line of patients formed in front of him. “I just get their name, fill out the forms, and take them to the CMO?”


    “No. We don’t have forms to waste. You memorize their name, go talk to the CMO, then relay his decision or instructions. If he clears them, then you’ll fill out the forms and take them to him to be signed.”


    “And if he says no?”


    Angela grinned. “Then you get to listen to the bitching and whining and mental complaints.”


    “I’m a normal. I don’t hear thoughts.”


    “Then you’re perfect for this job, because he isn’t going to clear most of these patients.” Angela patted Dalton’s shoulder while those people all scowled. “This is your new job. Be nice. Smile a lot. Flash those shiny white teeth.”


    Angela went to the rear wing while Dalton grumbled.


    Anna chuckled and resumed working, feeling better now that she’d gotten a short release. She refused to think about Dalton’s words. She would do that when she was alone.


    Dalton drew in a deep breath and got to work. “Who’s first?”


    As if they knew Angela wanted him to be overloaded for his first real job in this camp, a dozen patients surrounded the desk and began demanding his attention.
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    Angela stopped in Fern’s doorway. She was now sharing a small room with the girl Trent had abused. That girl was still sedated while recovering from the broken ribs, beating, and rape. Fern was a lot better. All of her wounds and bruises were gone, though she was still thinner than she should be.


    Fern bit her lip. “I’ll go if you want me to, Alpha.”


    “I want you to join the police force as soon as you’re released and learn how to defend my camp. Timmy will join you when he has time. He’ll also help you move into a cabin on the descendant deck when you’re cleared.”


    Timmy was sitting in the corner, skimming a textbook on rare diseases. “Whatever you want, Boss.”


    “I want you to pass the lab tech exam. Today.”


    Timmy immediately slid the textbook under his chair and got up. “Give me an hour to go over that last chapter again, and then I’ll be ready.”


    Angela paused. “What chapter?”


    “Tonya’s been printing off text blocks, and the pictures she draws, and organizing it all into files to cover anything we don’t have books for. I have her notes on everything she’s been researching since we set sail.”


    It was more proof that Tonya had chosen Timmy to be her lab heir. Angela was now satisfied with that choice. “Morgan or Terry will give you the exam in my office, where it’s quiet and there’s no ability to cheat.”


    “I would never!”


    Fern glanced over at him in surprise. “You just yelled at the alpha.”


    “That’s righteous anger, and he’s entitled to it. Timmy doesn’t cheat.” Angela left them alone, confident that she had given him another good moment in Fern’s estimation. He could be trusted, and he had displayed courage. Fern would need those things from a mate.


    “In the distant future, right?”


    Angela sighed at Zack’s concerned query. “Why did you stop coming to the council meetings, Zack?”


    Zack went quiet.


    Angela didn’t repeat the question. She handed out an order. “I want you there for the next one. I gave you that slot because you earned it and because we need you. Got it?”


    “I’ll be there.” Zack tried not to consider why he’d skipped it after they came home, but the water sloshing gently against the cruise ship was a brutal reminder. I’m not mentally stable anymore.


    “Which one of us is?” Ray finished packing his gear and started stripping his cot.


    Zack didn’t like that, but it was true. No one was really sane now. The war had even destroyed the survivors.
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    “You’re cleared for release, Dwight, but not for Tonya’s run.” Dalton held out the form for the man to sign. “Terry said we need you here.”


    Dwight didn’t argue, though he wanted to. He was certain the choice had really come from the boss.


    Thelma left the medical bay without speaking to anyone. She’d only stayed this long to hear that choice.


    Angela caught Dwight’s attention. “First offense?”


    Dwight flushed while residents around them tried to figure out what he’d done to anger his wife. “Yes.”


    “Then maybe there’s hope. Beg for forgiveness.”


    Dwight grunted miserably. “That doesn’t work with her.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised. “It didn’t with me either. I had to make him pay for it.”


    Dwight shuddered as he left. “Please don’t tell her that.”


    “No need. Women do that instinctively.” Angela smiled as Samantha came out to the lounge. “Tonya already cleared you to go.”


    Samantha ignored the mental protests from Wade. “Amy’s sleeping. I need to go pack.”


    “I’ll come with you.” Neil shoved off the couch, looking so much better that even Angela was impressed with Adrian’s magic.


    The couple left together without getting Neil officially cleared.


    Dalton was too busy to notice.


    In Samantha’s room, Selina talked through a yawn. “Count me out on this one. I’m staying with my kid. We’ll help Wade keep his sanity.”


    Wade chuckled, but they all heard the concern under it. He wasn’t happy that his family was being split up again.


    Everyone glanced over as noises echoed from the reeking passage outside the medical bay.


    A short line of den mothers came into view. All of them were gazing at the bodies, but not in surprise. They were smirking and enjoying the death scene.


    Angela frowned, but they didn’t see it.


    Ed came into the medical bay ahead of them; he was their escort for these pickups. He was stomping and scowling. “I had to make them pick up the kids from here first. They wanted to walk by all those bodies with the kids from all the other areas, as a lesson about disobeying authority. And those were just the magic users! The normals wanted it too, but as more proof that you’ll eventually kill them all!”


    Angela sighed. She handed Ed a sheet of paper with the names of the kids they were collecting. “Update me.”


    He gestured in disgust. “They’re all glued to the TVs. A few people are sleeping, and the Eagles who have duty are doing it, but everyone else is glued to your channels. They’re going to be grouchy later and then go to bed early so they can get up and binge-watch some more.”


    “Good.” Angela saw Ellie emerge from Jennifer’s filthy room with little Mathew in one arm and Karleen in the other. Charlie’s girlfriend was strong and hard to rattle. It was a good mix. Testing her temper would have to come soon.


    “The radios are quiet, and the mess is open.” Ed made a face. “Most of us are skipping that breakfast. You’ll have a lot of hungry people come lunch time.”


    Angela’s stomach growled. She’d also skipped it


    “Good choice.” Ed went to stand by the exit to be sure he got the names of all the kids who were joining the den mothers, while also adding Cate and Cody to his list. The twins were each at one end of the line now and gathering energy to bring up shields if they needed to.


    Kyle followed them with Kane, Autumn, and Roy. He limped into the center of the line, fighting not to groan or think about how much his body was hurting.


    Dalton didn’t notice another patient going AWOL. He was still surrounded at the desk.


    Jennifer and Morgan did notice. Neither of them protested. Kyle would make sure their kids were settled, and it would give him a few minutes of privacy. He hadn’t had any of that yet since waking. The fact that he would be surrounded by Eagles, den mothers, and magical kids who might be able to help him if something went wrong allowed them to act like they didn’t know he was sneaking out.


    Angela took Karleen for a quick hug. “Have a fun day. Love you.”


    Sarah observed and listened, also picking up the odd vibes from the mother.


    Ellie took the baby back and went toward the exit. “I’ll check on them through the day, between my other duties.”


    “Thank you.” It was hard for anyone, including Angela, to trust the den mothers now that most of them had proven to be flaky or dangerous to their charges.


    Piper came through the line and held her hands out. “I’ll take either one.”


    Ellie sensed Sarah might be easier to deal with today because she had slept well and was now distracted. She let Piper take Karleen. “We’ll switch if it starts to be a problem.”


    Piper tucked the blanket around the violet-eyed baby to protect her from the draft. “We’ll be fine.”


    The line began to move.


    Sarah swept the corridors for trouble as they went by, but her mind was on Angela. The mother’s odd mood is connected to you.


    Piper shrugged. Not really. It’s about the people who are leaving.


    She’s normally sad when people go, or worried.


    And she probably will be later.


    So, she’s… Sarah wasn’t sure what word to use.


    Piper supplied it. “She’s happy, Sarah. Adrian and his family are leaving, and for a little while, she and Marc might have some peace. You don’t recognize her odd mood because you don’t see it much. None of us do. She’s happy.”
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    “They’re not going to give you a medical clearance to go on Tonya’s run.” Grant had just come from the shower. Water dripped from his hair onto his bare chest.


    Ray kept packing his things even though he wanted to ogle Grant’s body. “Yes, they will.”


    Daisey looked daggers at Grant for not putting a shirt on before he came out of the bathroom. She hated sharing a medical room with him and Ray.


    Grant ignored her. “How do you figure?”


    Ray didn’t hedge. “It’s safer for this camp if I’m not here for a while. I can chase ghosts somewhere else.”


    Still in his cot, Ralph frowned. He felt the same way about his magic. That demon was whispering things, and he was trying to ignore it. He didn’t want to use his new power to help someone so he and Daisey could stay. I want to be normal again!


    Grant sighed. “That answer bothers me.”


    “Same, but it’s the truth.” Ray took his sheet and blanket over to the hamper in the corner and dropped them in.


    Ray was wearing most of his Eagle gear, though he didn’t have any weapons. He was too thin and covered in minor injuries. Grant didn’t want him to go anywhere. Ray needed to stay right here in the medical bay. In comparison, Grant had already begun to recuperate from his ordeal on the island with Gus and the normals. He’d done well on his run, though he still felt bad that not all of his crew had returned.


    Ray was proud of Grant, but he didn’t say so. Their relationship wasn’t comfortable enough anymore for him to be able to express that emotion. “Being away from here might be good for me.”


    “It also might make things worse.”


    Ray wasn’t concerned. “Tonya will sedate me if I flip out again.”


    “And maybe you’ll be left behind when she returns.”


    Ray picked up his kit. “It’s nice of you to care about me. Thank you.” He headed for the door.


    “Ray!” Grant calmed his voice as Ray stopped. He swallowed nervously. “I don’t know where we stand.”


    Ray’s shoulders stiffened. “Where do you want us to be?”


    “Like it was before, just without the drama.”


    “I want kids.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Then it can’t be like it was before.” Ray glanced over his shoulder. “Different isn’t always bad, you know. We can still be close friends. We just can’t build a future together.”


    Grant hid his broken heart as Ray left.


    Zack had been observing the couple without his usual squeamishness over their relationship. He felt bad for them.


    So did Daniella. She had finally crawled into her cot, but she was still awake, listening to everything going on around her.


    Mike was sleeping soundly. Daniella was sure Jennifer would be in here soon to give the males another healing session. Zack needed it. He looked rough. So did Ray, but he was already out the door.


    The three cats slid out behind him, all headed to the mess for their meal. The female’s stomach waddled from side to side, reminding everyone that she was almost due to give birth again.


    Zack shivered as the air conditioning kicked on. He was underweight now. He felt every change in the temperature. “Why don’t you want kids?”


    “I don’t like them.” Grant pulled on his shirt and started packing his kit. “They feel the same way.”


    “Was that before the war?”


    “And after. I’ve tried to get along with the camp kids…”


    “But the den mothers keep you away from them because you’re gay, and that bad feeling rubbed off. They won’t have anything to do with you.”


    “Yeah.”


    Zack made a mental note to handle that. “You should try again. Things are different now. Start with the one who intimidates you the most. If you can make friends with them, the others will be easy.”


    Grant knew Ray wasn’t going to change his mind about being a father. “Which one do you recommend?”


    “The den mothers are scared of Karleen, because of Sarah.”


    Daisey flinched.


    Grant gestured. “Everyone is scared of her, including her parents.”


    “With good reason.” Zack tugged his blanket over his chilly arms. “That concludes today’s episode of Help Your Neighbor. Tune in tomorrow for a helpful goodbye tip.”


    Grant laughed. “I’ll do that.”


     


    Out in the lounge, Ray stopped at the main reception desk and waited patiently.


    Dalton knew who Ray was. “Stand by.”


    Dalton went to locate Terry for the answer. The CMO was moving among the patients now, doing checkups and acting like Tonya hadn’t humiliated him.


    Dalton was also a bit salty, stinging a bit from some of the patients leaving without permission. It was embarrassing that he hadn’t noticed it, but all of those patients would still have to get a medical clearance if they wanted to go on Tonya’s run.


    Dalton was wrinkled and ruffled after only half an hour. Ray thought it looked better on him than the perfect persona he’d been presenting. This Dalton could be one of them, in time.


    The medical bay was emptying out. People were going to pack for the run. The rooms would be cleaned next. Ray wondered where they would find the manpower for it. Willie and Dorris had done most of the grunt work for the last few months, and a large number of Eagles were either too weak from the last runs to help or they were leaving with Tonya.


    Ray leaned against the desk and scanned the monitor in the corner. One of the small squares was showing the mess. Residents were trying the paper cups of soaked oats and quickly tossing them into the garbage cans. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”


    Ray set his kit by his feet, then walked over to Wade’s room. He tapped on the open door before taking a single step inside.


    Wade and Amy were in their cots, covered and resting. Wade hadn’t gotten much sleep while Neil’s run was happening, and he’d been stressed over Amy’s test results that entire time. He wasn’t going to get much of a break with Neil being gone again and Samantha going with him. Ray hoped Wade found a way to relax. He was a good man. Neil and Samantha were lucky they’d found a third who fit so well with their family.


    Wade scanned Ray’s thin body, read his thoughts, then chuckled. “Your balls are huge.”


    Ray grinned. “That is what Grant said.”


    “Hey!”


    Grant’s joking protest caused fresh laughter.


    Amy didn’t budge at the noise. She was out again, but this time, it was peaceful, healing sleep.


    Missy was also dozing. Selina was still holding the little girl, but she was watching Ray curiously. “You want something from me.”


    “You’re very perceptive for a normal.”


    Selina grinned. “Right back at ya, mate.”


    Ray laughed. “I’ve never been normal, even when I was one.”


    Selina studied him. “Until recently, you seemed fine to me.”


    “Enough to have my child?”


    Selina gawked.


    Grant’s amusement dropped to the cold, stained floor.


    Wade groaned. “That’s how you ask her?!”


    Ray just waited patiently.


    Selina tried to form words. “Um… Are you okay to be a father? Your mind, I mean.”


    Ray wasn’t offended. “I lost someone very dear to me, and it took my mind a bit to catch up to it. I’m better now, and I’ll keep getting better.”


    “What changed?”


    Ray’s voice broke a little. “I saw him on Neil’s run. Dale is dead, and there’s nothing I can do to get him back. I’ve finally accepted it.”


    If she’d been standing, Selina would have hugged him. She’d grown fond of Ray while they were on that run. “I’m sorry for your pain.”


    “Me too, but life is hard.” Ray studied her. “Do you think you could stand to be touched by someone who kills for a living?”


    That part didn’t bother Selina. “How would it work?”


    “Which part?”


    She flushed. “You like men.”


    “So?”


    “We’d have to…”


    Ray chuckled. “I can manage. You’re pleasing to me.”


    Selina was uncomfortable. A dozen people were listening, and one of them was the boss. “Have you thought this through? Going straight might not be easy.”


    “I have no intention of going straight.”


    Selina’s face darkened. “You want me to be a breeder.”


    “Sort of. I won’t try to take the baby from you, though. We’ll raise it together, just not as a couple.”


    She considered what that meant. “I’d have a baby, with no relationship, no warm body next to me at night, no one to listen to, or to take advice from?”


    “I’m sorry I can’t give you all of that.”


    Selina snorted. “It sounds great! Tell me more.”


    Ray was relieved. “I’ll learn the baby spell from Adrian while I’m gone. When I come home, we’ll spend some time getting to know each other and working out a plan. If we’re happy with it, we’ll take the next step.”


    Selina swallowed, suddenly afraid this was a bad joke. “The next step?”


    Ray’s voice deepened. “I’ll make love to you, repeatedly, until you get pregnant.”


    Selina’s body woke.


    So did Ray’s.


    Still listening, Grant angrily left the medical bay.


    Wade cleared his throat. “Later, guys.”


    Ray lifted a brow.


    Selina nodded. “I’ll think about it.”


    “Great.” Ray started the bonding process. He stepped over to the cot and surprised them all by placing a quick kiss on Missy’s head. “Be safe, monster.”


    He left with a smile.


    Selina looked down at Missy, curious.


    Missy snuggled against her new mom’s warm body. “He’s always been nice to the kids, and he loves Grant. You wouldn’t have to marry him or anything.”


    “Good! I don’t want that.” Selina didn’t even want to be in a relationship. She just wanted a family. Her time with Shawn had been tolerable because he hadn’t been able to perform. It had been a secret relief, even though she wanted a baby.


    Dalton returned to the main desk from the rear wing. “Terry said you have to get clearance from the boss, Ray. Medically, you’re okay…”


    Ray knew his mental state had Terry worried.


    Angela held her hand out for the form. She signed it and handed it back to Dalton.


    Ray kept distance between them. “I’ll do a good job, Boss.”


    “I believe you.” But she didn’t smile.


    Ray tried again. “I’ll get better while I’m gone.”


    “I believe that too.”


    His happiness dimmed at her tone. “But?”


    Angela frowned slightly. “I’m not sure. We’re overlooking something, maybe. Work on it while you’re gone.”


    “I will.” Ray left the medical bay. His mind was already digging into it.


    Anna came over to file the papers Dalton had collected from other discharges. “You know, don’t you?”


    Angela scanned the medical bay again. She was the guard on duty here, though no one had realized that. “Of course, but this will slow him down a little. Ray needs to remember how to think like an Eagle on this run, so when he comes home, he can finally be happy for the first time since Dale died.”


    “Is it okay for the baby, though, to not have parents who are together?”


    Angela knew Anna was asking because of her own situation. “As long as the baby is taken care of and loved, it might even be better for all of them. Some couples really shouldn’t live together or try to provide a stable home for their kids. All the fighting defeats the purpose and scars those young minds.”


    “And what about the ones like me?”


    Angela easily comforted Anna. “You’ll be a great mom. Your child will be lucky even if you decide not to give him another father.”


    Anna caught the wording. “Him?”


    “Yep. You’re having a boy.”


     


     


    2


    “Tilly would never have allowed that setup.”


    In Fern’s small room, Timmy shrugged. “Things are different in our camp. Plus, Ray’s a good guy, and we all like Selina now because she made the right choice. They’ll be good parents.”


    Fern had been listening from her bed. She’d gotten another healing session. She was feeling better, and she was more alert. She was now trying to figure out who could be trusted so she was studying the relationships, romantic and non. “It’s better to not have love. It just causes pain.”


    Timmy knew Fern needed more time to adjust, but he couldn’t let that go. “Love can be the best thing in the world if you’re with the right person.”


    Fern considered how she’d become possessive over Timmy. She didn’t understand it. “You didn’t charm me.”


    “No. I can’t. I’m Invisible.” He tugged on his white coat, trying to subconsciously get her to believe she could trust him because he was in the medical profession and their medics had helped her.


    “How do you know that?”


    “I hear thoughts sometimes. I know I will be one of you in the future.” Timmy marked his place in the study guide.


    “That explains why I can’t read your mind.” Fern had tried while he cleaned and replaced the supplies they’d used, but it had been impossible.


    “I could let you in, but it might scare you.”


    Fern already knew Timmy wanted a future with her that included being physical. “I don’t think I’ll ever want that.”


    Timmy slid the guide under his chair, on top of the thick textbook. “I can wait for that too. Why don’t we just spend time together and do fun things? That romance stuff can come later, when you’re ready for it. It can even be your idea.”


    Fern bit her lip. “It might be never.”


    “Then we’ll just be very good friends, and you can stand by me at my wedding to someone else.”


    Fern’s eyes lit up bright red.


    Timmy chuckled. “Gotcha!”


    Fern calmed, snickering. “You’re sneaky.”


    “With my family, that skill really helps.”


    “In my family, you had to learn that to survive.”


    Timmy’s anger filled the room in an instant. He pulled it in, grunting. “Sorry.”


    It helped Fern to have someone around who understood how angry she was most of the time. “What fun things?”


    It took Timmy a minute to figure out what she meant. “Oh. We can bowl, go to the movies, play games, read books, swim…go to the engagement party together.”


    “A party?”


    “Music, dancing, food, people having fun. It’s a camp activity.”


    “You’ll be surrounded.”


    Timmy wasn’t above using that. “Yes, and I don’t know most of them.”


    “I’m going!”


    Timmy hid a smile as he stood up. “I’ll find you something to wear if you want to dress up. If not, your new Eagle gear is fine.”


    Fern ran a hand over her wild red hair. “Another bow. Green again.”


    Her other one was being washed. It had been flecked with blood from removing the traitors. That had also helped her to feel stronger, mentally and physically. Vengeance was sweet.


    Timmy went out to get the bag of bows that he’d stored in his locker.


    Angela gave him a thumbs-up as he went by. That relationship was progressing nicely. In time, Fern wouldn’t hate all men because Timmy had the patience to love her before he tried to get her into his bed.


    “Didn’t work for me.”


    Angela turned toward Adrian at that comment, but she didn’t respond.


    Adrian flipped the page and kept writing. “Is there anything you’d like me to do before I go or while I’m gone?”


    “Yes.” Angela pulled a small silver key from her pocket and tossed it toward him.


    Adrian caught it with his free hand and stopped writing long enough to store it on his ring. He didn’t have many keys, but the ones he did have were important.


    “That goes to locker 204 in the new weapons space. Leave your guns there.”


    Adrian paused. “No guns on this run?”


    “Not for you.” Angela used a stern tone. “Get used to the new weapon.”


    Adrian took a guess. “You want me to get rusty.”


    “Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t.”


    Adrian snickered distractedly. “Anything else?”


    “You may get a chance to practice with it before you leave with Tonya. When you’re very distracted and very busy, you’ll be needed somewhere else, just before sunset.”


    Adrian chuckled. “You love being vague.”


    “Sometimes.” Angela memorized the sight of him for when he was gone. “I also can’t come out and say things like this because Fate is a cruel bitch who delights in the torment of our kind.”


    “Fair enough.” Adrian enjoyed her rare attention. “When I’m busy and distracted, I’ll try to remember there’s more to cover.”


    “Good boy.”


    Adrian finally glanced up, caught by the tone. Her happiness was attractive.


    This Angela was very different from the female who’d only come to Safe Haven to find her missing son. The woman openly studying him was stronger, more dependable, smarter, and so bitter that he mourned the change. That first Angie was the one he’d fallen in love with because she’d had enough hope to save the world, to fix him. This Angie loved him, but she also wanted him dead.


    Angela allowed him a full minute of eye contact. The run he was about to undertake was dangerous. He would need something to fight for.


    “My family isn’t enough?”


    “You always fight for your family. Sometimes, a man needs a little more.”


    Adrian’s nerves woke and started causing him stress.


    Angela turned back to the monitor. A cleaning crew was coming toward the medical bay. They were all strong and well-rested. Removing the bodies here would be their first ugly chore of the day.


    The second screen on the monitor showed a busy top deck and a sunrise that was beautiful. The third screen was the island, showing Daryl and his crew riding their ATVs toward town to get started on more bunkhouse work while the weather was mild.


    The final screen was this medical bay. It was awful how normal it felt to be standing by the desk when only 20 feet away, corpses were stacked four deep. “It really is like an old TV program.”


    “It should have an R rating.” Jennifer came out of the rear wing. She took the bottle of water Morgan handed her on his way into that wing.


    Jennifer’s brown hair had faint gray streaks in it that made Angela unhappy, but they had to use her regeneration gift. There was no way to avoid the draining effect. Morgan was busy helping Terry right now. The men were unhooking IVs and giving checkups to get more patients cleared for Tonya’s run. Once things settled down, Morgan could give Jennifer a recharge.


    Angela patted the chair next to her. “Come sit and watch for a few minutes.”


    “I have two more healing sessions to give.”


    Angela patted the chair again.


    Jennifer reluctantly sat. Her body immediately felt better. “Did you feel it or hear it?”


    Angela shrugged. “A little of both. Pain makes noise. Did you know that?”


    “No.”


    “I didn’t either until recently. Marc mentioned it while we were cuddling. His mind works differently, as I’m sure you know. All the time he spent in here allowed him to notice things the rest of us haven’t.”


    Jennifer studied the island through the monitor. “Was that planned too?”


    “No. We’re doing a time lesson this afternoon. I’d like you to be there to help keep things under control.”


    “Sounds fun.” Jennifer meant that. She enjoyed learning and mastering new skills. “What else?”


    “I’m going to be pulling more hands from the camp members after Tonya leaves. I don’t want them harassed about not helping us sooner. Make sure Ed knows too.”


    Jennifer frowned. “I assume it’s people who have skills we need?”


    “Yes. They didn’t want to continue their old-world lives. I let them have that as long as I could. Now that so many senior people are going with Tonya, it’s time for them to step up.”


    Jennifer pushed away the anger. “I’ll make sure they’re treated fairly.”


    “Fairly may not be enough. I need them respected and encouraged, so they feel like they belong. That’s the only thing that will keep them in the positions I’m going to give them.”


    Adrian stored his notebook, forcing the voices in his head to pause. He went back into the Mitchel room.


    Jennifer observed him, still frowning. “He knows who they are, and he isn’t happy about it.”


    “No. He gave them shelter and promised they could have new lives. It bothers him that I’m revoking that promise.”


    Jennifer groaned. “He said there weren’t any more Mitchels here!”


    Angela laughed. “It’s not Mitchels.”


    “Good. This is supposed to be a calm, peaceful few weeks!”


    Angela sighed. “Tonya isn’t going to make it back that soon. We’re on our own until the end of October, at least.”


    Listening from his cot, Kenn tensed again, mind snapping into devious alertness.


    Adrian went in the other direction. We’re going to be apart long enough that I might get over her this time. He decided to try again. He was tired of being an outcast and in trouble.


    Angela took that as a personal challenge.


    “It’s the first of August today.” Jennifer’s mind connected pieces and sent out alarm signals. “The UN will be here before she gets back!”


    “Not if the Mitchels are successful.” Angela made sure her words carried clearly into the mike on the monitor. “They’ll cut the head off that snake right before it bites, and Safe Haven will have peace.”


    “Until we go home for the final battle.”


    Angela rubbed Jennifer’s tense shoulder. “Part of the final battle is about to happen, right here.”


    Jennifer looked up in confused surprise. “When?”


    “Today.”


    Silence fell. People throughout the medical bay rotated toward them.


    Those watching the TV program from their cabins and common areas leaned forward in delight at the twist.


    Jennifer put the cap on her water bottle. “Piper was wrong. It has nothing to do with the Mitchels. You’re in a good mood because you get to do battle today.”


    “Piper knew the real reason. I asked her to placate Sarah before she figured it out and got upset.”


    Jennifer scowled. “You told Piper to lie.”


    “Yes. Isn’t that what spies do?”


    Coming out of her medical room with her packed gear, Molly winced.


    Thomas nodded.


    “I assume you’ll be using help.” Jennifer had no idea how Angela planned to accomplish such an enormous feat without any prior planning.


    Angela let go of the girl’s shoulder. “You and a select few others will be called when it’s time, but you’ll only be witnesses. I’m handling this one alone.”


    “Is that even possible?” Charlie was in the doorway of Kenn’s room now. Fear was all over his face and in his voice.


    It drew Margret toward him in surprise. I didn’t know he was scared of anything.


    Adrian gently shut their door so she couldn’t see the boy. We’re all afraid of losing the alpha.


    Margret knew that was true. She resumed packing her kit and tried not to think about how much she hated Ellie and how much she would miss Charlie. The guy she’d fallen for wasn’t the blood-covered ghoul who’d scared her.


    Amanda was packing Alicia’s things while the girl took another nap. Alicia was fully healed, thanks to Jennifer’s power, but she needed more rest to recover her energy. “You should be trying to talk her out of it. What’s going on with you?”


    Adrian sat in the only empty chair and opened his notebook again to continue working. “Bret.”


    Bret subtly signaled Candy to let her know where Conner’s last boat was on the Battleship board. “There’s no way her husband will let her do it. Adrian doesn’t have to get twisted, mate. Marc’s going to do that for him.”


    Amanda was relieved. “You’re right. He’ll stop her.”


    “Yep.” Bret didn’t have anything here that he needed to pack. His kit was in their cabin. He studied his family instead, catching memories and judging moods.


    Conner was letting Candy win the game while observing how she felt about him killing Willie and taking the traitor’s lifeforce. He still had specks of blood on his clothes, and his youthful face was glowing. He could feel it. There was no way she had missed what he’d done. The conversation didn’t interest him because he already knew what was going to happen. Angela was the boss. She would do what she felt was best, and everyone would fall in line behind her.


    “You’re all delusional.” Candy shut the game board without firing the winning shots. Conner hadn’t found many of her boats. There was no need to embarrass him. “The boss does what she wants, and she forces everyone else to help or get out of the way until it’s over. She’ll follow through, and her poor husband will be forced to watch her die! Again.”


    Candy’s emotions were boiling, mostly because she didn’t want Conner to be like the rest of his family. But he is. He enjoyed how it felt to take a life. We are not the same.


    Everyone in the room gawked at her, while those in the lounge regarded Angela.


    Angela shrugged. “She’s not wrong. I will follow through.”


    Thomas lifted a brow. “And the other stuff?”


    “No one is here by force.” Angela fired back. “Candy is trying to earn points with her soon-to-be father-in-law because she knows Adrian doesn’t want me to do it either. He’s just hiding it better.”


    Molly glanced around. “Hiding it better than who?”


    Angela jerked a thumb toward the hallway, where a lone man was standing in front of a gory cart with bloody hands and a heart pounding faster than a bird’s wing. “My husband.”


    Jayda came from her room and went by them without speaking. She’d heard it all, but she had personal issues on her mind, and she had faith that Angela could hold her own against Nature or anyone else. Jayda was worried about being the XO for this run. I should give the job to Greg, since he’s third in command.


    She went toward the cargo bay, where she assumed Tonya would now be supervising the gear collection and loading.


    Angela watched her go. “Jayda will need support when she gets around her family. Something to fight for means a lot when you’re unable to see a clear path.”


    “Is that why you didn’t give her any advice earlier?”


    Molly and Thomas were in their Eagle gear and fully recovered from their runs. Amanda and Shawn had done a good job caring for their crews. Angela was happy about that too. “Yes, Thomas. It won’t matter right now, but when she’s facing those ghosts and deciding if she needs to chase them, remind her that I believe in her. I always have.”


    Angela’s words made some of them feel guilty for doubting her choice to have the final battle alone.


    Others resumed worrying. Angela was being nice, and that was always dangerous.
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    “This is nice. Candy will love it.” Conner studied the image Charlie had drawn for the wedding setup. “We were supposed to be married next week. We decided to wait until everyone gets back from Tonya’s run.”


    Charlie wasn’t sure if Conner had heard the new timetable for that. “You’ll have to wait a few months.”


    “I know. It’s a relief, honestly.”


    Charlie didn’t have to ask why. Conner was terrified about Candy getting pregnant again and dying. “I asked Tonya to bring back any party supplies she can find, but I’ll use island vines and the rest of the fake flowers from all over the ship if I have to. I collected most of those a week ago and hid them.”


    Conner grinned at the image of Charlie sneaking through the ship to steal plastic flowers. Sitting across from him with freshly washed hair dripping onto his hoodie, Angela’s son didn’t seem as dangerous now. “What about the reception?”


    “It’ll be set up just like the party tonight, but with confetti and party blowers. I locked those away too. I have a small crew of camp members working on the ballroom right now, so we’ll be ready for tonight.”


    “Will your mom get mad about us using so many supplies?” Conner hadn’t really wanted to share their party with other couples. It was great that no one else had joined them.


    “It was her idea.” Charlie forced himself to swallow a bite of the soaked oats, much like the others in the mess around them were doing. He quickly rinsed it down with water, glad for the salty flavor that removed some of the horrid taste.


    Conner was grateful Charlie had agreed to be his best man. “That’s all for my list. Need anything from me?”


    “Nope.” Charlie knew Conner was feeling bad for not going with his family. He was staying here with Candy, who had already vowed to never leave the island. Conner was being pulled in two directions. It wouldn’t be easy, but staying really was best. For him…


    Conner felt Charlie’s distraction. He didn’t ask what was going on. I have my own issues to handle. If he wants to talk about it, he’ll say so.


    Charlie caught that. He didn’t say so.


    Conner respected his choice.


    Charlie felt the approach of another Mitchel, one he also needed to talk to. “Did you get the ring?”


    Conner took the small black box from his pocket. “I picked it out a few days ago while Candy was watching movies with Brittani and Crenshaw. They’ve been helping her pick a dress and stuff. Put it with your stash?”


    “Yep.” Charlie took a quick peek at it and then put the box into his pocket.


    “That’s a really pretty ring.”


    Both males twitched. They found Ellie standing by their table, holding little Mathew.


    “Candy will love that.” Ellie handed the baby to his dad and took a spot across from them.


    Conner grinned at Charlie and rose. “Have fun.”


    Charlie barely noticed Conner leaving as his son began telling him about the fun morning he’d had.


    The infant was covered in a blue blanket over a full blue outfit that protected him from the chill in the air. Ellie was taking good care of his son. Charlie couldn’t ask for more. But I’m going to.


    Missed you, Daddy!


    Charlie hugged the boy. Same, little dude.


    Ellie smiled. Charlie was great with his baby. It was rare to find a teenager who could be a good parent.


    Ellie scooped up a bite of Charlie’s oats and shoved it into his mouth before he could refuse. She chuckled as he swallowed and shuddered.


    The baby giggled, sending out a wave of happy magic that snared every table around them.


    The center of the mess went quiet as the effect wore off.


    Charlie shrugged. “I’m allowed to be happy sometimes. You’ve met my mom.”


    People laughed and resumed eating.


    Ellie and Charlie exchanged glances. Covering for the baby was the only defense they had right now. Mathew was too young to control his power, but Charlie didn’t want to lock his gifts. It would send a signal that being a magic user was bad and Charlie refused to let his son feel that way. “Thank you.”


    Ellie knew he meant for offering to be Mathew’s mom. “It’s my honor. And my pleasure. He’s a sweet little boy.”


    “I agree.” Charlie tried to keep from expressing too much of his emotions. They were a new couple now, figuring out how to build a future together. He didn’t want to keep rushing it when what he was about to do would probably ruin it anyway.


    Ellie understood Charlie was distracted when he didn’t keep the conversation going or flirt with her. She didn’t push. He seemed like he was trying to make an important decision about something, and she didn’t want to influence him in a bad way. Especially since it might be about me.


    “Do you have police duty yet?”


    “Just a training session later.”


    “The Eagles are covering it?”


    “Yeah. Should be fun.”


    Charlie chuckled. “Unlikely, but you can hope. Have you gotten any sleep yet?


    She shrugged. “Some dozing. I was going to sleep on the couch in the medical bay, but I’m too hyper for it.”


    “I understand.” Charlie’s mind was still replaying the fight and feeding him the rush that he had enjoyed so much this time. I really have changed. Peace wasn’t his go-to option anymore, just like his mom.


    “I’ll hit the rack early, but if you need help with Conner’s wedding or the party tonight, I might be able to stay up.”


    Charlie wanted to spend more time with her, but he knew she was already overloaded for the day. “I’ll be fine.” He quickly scooped a bite of his oats and stuck it into her mouth.


    Ellie almost couldn’t swallow it. She shivered and grabbed his water.


    Charlie laughed with the baby this time.


    More people around them forced themselves to keep eating, following the example of the boss’s son.


    The mess was almost full. Many of these people planned to stay here for the next couple of hours to get the first batch from a lunch meal. They chatted, gossiped, and scanned the monitors for the live shows that were on the screens; the medical bay was the favorite program, because that’s where most of the senior people still were.


    The ship rocked gently in the calm waves, and bright sunshine came in the windows all over the boat, reminding people that daytime had arrived, but few of them had a desire to go out. They were being entertained by the monitors and little was pulling them away.


    One of the cats flew across the mess to grab a scrap someone dropped. She sniffed and discovered a glob of soaked oats.


    Not a horse! Maybelle pranced under another table and waited for something to fall that was edible.


    Those who saw it grimaced and agreed. It was bad when even the cats wouldn’t eat it, but no one openly complained.


    The cooks were also tiptoeing around Thelma, trying not to draw her sharp scolds. Everyone knew something was wrong, even without the awful food she’d been serving.


    Working behind the counter, Thelma noticed their reactions, but she didn’t care. Dwight is hiding something from me, and I will find out what it is!


    “Are you okay, mom?”


    Thelma gave Quincy a quick nod. “I’m happy you’re back.”


    Quincy gave her a fast hug, then resumed gathering the supplies they needed to get lunch rolling.


    “How’s the arm?”


    Quincy flexed it. “Good as gold. Those healers really know their stuff.”


    Thelma’s frown returned. It was hard for her to not rant about her son getting shot while on Amanda’s run.


    Quincy felt her displeasure and left her alone. He was proud of himself for earning the small scar, but he agreed that their family needed to stay here. It would be a long time before any of them volunteered to go out on a run again.


    “Eagles don’t get that choice.” Conner stopped by the counter. “You should resign now.”


    Thelma pointed. “Yes! Do that!”


    Quincy knew they were right, but he also liked this feeling. Camp members were viewing him and his dad as heroes for bringing back food and weapons. That was hard to resist. “I’ll consider it.”


    Soothed a little, Thelma’s mind returned to her husband. Dwight was in their cabin, avoiding her.


    Quincy had come to help prep for the next meal. He doubted he would have been able to sleep, but he was also hoping being here might get Thelma to calm down. He knew she’d been worried about him and his dad, and they really had been gone for a long time, but they were home now.


    Thelma put trays in a line and began doling out the nonperishable parts of the lunch meal. These trays would go to other areas of the ship for residents who couldn’t come here while they were working. Her mind stayed on her ugly suspicions.


    Conner motioned Quincy to the end of the counter, where she couldn’t hear them. “Your dad’s in trouble. Tell him to admit it. The longer he waits, the more she’ll hate him for it.”


    Quincy already knew that. “Thanks.” He got back to work.


    Conner left the mess without thinking about what he’d picked up from them during the run. Quincy hadn’t covered it well enough anyway, but Thelma also had an instinctive sense of what it was. “Dwight’s in deep shit. That one will want blood.”


    Rhythmic footsteps echoed outside the mess. Charlie and Ellie looked over with everyone else.


    Adrian led his family into the cafeteria with his head up and his blue eyes glowing.


    All of the Mitchels had on long black cloaks that flared out behind them and made a fashion statement that people wanted to copy. Most of them were armed and wearing kits. It was clear that they were soon to leave.


    “I need some hands for a dangerous run. The boss approved it. You’ll be gone for months, and you might not make it back at all.”


    Men and women glanced around, evaluating their courage and their need to prove themselves. A dozen of them stood up.


    Ellie felt excitement surround their table. She figured out who it was coming from in dismay. “You want to go with him.”


    Charlie handed her the baby. “Yes.”


    “Is it because of the run or because you’re getting bored here?”


    Charlie didn’t look away from Adrian. “Both, and more. My dad wanted to lead this run, but it’ll be better with Adrian covering it, more brutal. He won’t hold back.”


    Ellie scowled. “You mean he has no morals or conscience. He’ll endanger you as much as you want.”


    Charlie was still focused on the Mitchels, who were now collecting names and handing out instructions. “Adrian will get the job done and not count the cost until the end. That’s why my mom’s sending him. She knows he won’t stop until the UN is gone from our homeland.”


    “You can’t count on him to get you through it alive.”


    “No. There’s never a guarantee of it anyway, but that’s not a leader’s job on a mission like this. Completing the job is all that matters.”


    Ellie rocked the baby softly as little Mathew began to pick up on her tension. “Your mom won’t want you to go. Neither will your dad or your son.”


    “I know.”


    Ellie had already had a moment like this with herself about not standing in Charlie’s way, about not trying to control him like Tracy had. “I’ll keep Mathew safe while you’re gone.”


    Charlie stood and ambled toward Adrian.


    Ellie sighed, cradling the baby close. “You’re welcome.”


    Adrian saw him coming and started evaluating the boy’s gifts.


     


    In the medical bay, both parents saw it on the monitor and tensed.


    Angela glowered at Adrian mentally. No!


    Marc growled. Don’t you dare!


     


    Amanda frowned when Adrian didn’t immediately deny the reckless teenager. “The boss doesn’t want you to do this.”


    “Yeah. She’s perfectly happy risking the lives of my family, but hers are off limits.” Adrian smiled at Charlie. “Welcome to the run, Angela’s ruthless son.”


    Charlie chuckled as Adrian added his name to the list.


    Fury came toward them in thick waves, from more than just his parents.


    Amanda groaned. “The boss isn’t going to let this slide. She’ll want blood.”


    Adrian shrugged coldly. Bitterness oozed from his mouth. “Well, she’ll have to take it from someone else, because I won’t be here. She chose Marcus. He can deal with her wrath. I’m done.”
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    “He’s going to pay for that.” Jayda pointed another person from the line toward the gear that was being taken across the pontoon bridge to their ship.


    “Yep.” Tonya added the name to the sailing schedule that would be adjusted as needed, based on how many patients got clearance to go.


    Like almost everyone else in the cargo bay around her, Tonya was wearing her Eagle gear, her gun, and a determined expression that hid any number of emotions. She felt like a leader at this moment, but the nervous stomach made her doubt herself.


    Splash!


    The sharks in the water around the ship dove after the corpse that had just been tossed over the side. The top deck of this ship was being cleaned.


    People in the cargo bay acted as if it didn’t matter, but it bothered most of them, even though those bodies were normals who’d rioted.


    The cargo bay was crowded, with a line of hopefuls in front of Tonya and Jayda, and everyone else either packing gear from lists or carrying gear out to the ship. There wasn’t much chatter. The smell of burning bodies made it hard to act like everything was fine. Too much depended on this run. If they failed, it might be Safe Haven’s senior residents who were dumped overboard or put in the incinerator. The UN knew exactly where they were this time, and they’d formed a plan that was cruel enough to succeed. Angela wasn’t going to fire on defenseless captives; they were going to use her empathy against her.


    Jayda tried to ignore the small, rotating camera in the corner that was feeding this scene out to the masses. She still didn’t understand why Angela was getting everyone hooked on TV again, but she hoped the boss had a good reason because it was working. Even the fighters here were scanning the single monitor on the wall as they came and went. The beautiful ocean view just couldn’t compare to the human dramas. “Angela won’t let Charlie go. She’ll shut it down.”


    Jayda hoped Adrian’s punishment didn’t affect their run. She pointed Ray toward the gear pile, frowning. She didn’t believe Ray should go with them either. He wasn’t well mentally, but she understood he needed to get out of camp before Marc found out he’d tried to kill the boss.


    “No, she won’t.” Shawn came into the cargo bay from the pontoon bridge to collect another load. “If she denies him, he’ll resent it and start hunting for any reason to run. If she lets him go, he’ll risk his life and return a scarred hero who can pick whatever position in camp he wants, except hers.”


    “This run may get him closer to that one.” Gus lined up with the others.


    Shawn shrugged. “He still won’t get it. Cody is her heir. Charlie threw that away when he attached himself to Tracy.”


    “People can recover from their mistakes in this camp. We’ve witnessed that over and over.” Tonya waved Greg over to her as he came in. “You don’t have to go. Erin needs you here.”


    Greg denied that. “Others will be infected and bring it back. I’m going to help you find more of that vaccine, so they don’t have to go through this too.”


    “What about Erin?”


    “Erin’s going to ask Anna to move in with her. She’ll have company who understands being pregnant and someone who’s in training to be a medic.”


    Tonya scowled. “Erin and your baby are more important than what might happen to others. You have to stay here!”


    Shawn hefted a heavy box onto his shoulder and took a bag from Ray in his free hand. “He needs to get out of here before he crosses a line and officially makes it onto the boss’s removal list, Red, like me, and like Ray. If you make Greg stay, he won’t be alive by the time you get back.”


    Greg didn’t argue or deny that. He went to the pile of gear and picked up as much of it as he could safely carry, demonstrating his strength.


    “So much drama.” Tonya sighed. “Add his name back, same position.”


    Jayda did it, while Tonya put Greg back on her sailing schedule too. She hated it that Erin wouldn’t have him here, but she was grateful to have Greg on the run. The one-eyed man was dependable, smart, and brutal, much like the other men who were loading her ship. The boss really did make sure I have what I need to defeat any enemy. “Gus, take this list to the new weapons room and pull it all. Pick two people from the loaders to go with you.”


    Gus didn’t know if it was a test of some kind, but he did know carrying weapons through a ship full of twitchy normals could get dangerous. The fact that he was still recovering from his wounds and limping added to the impression that it was a bad idea. His leg hurt; it was an injury that he wasn’t able to put a bandage on because it needed air. The cut on his hand was fully healed thanks to Jennifer, but the leg was still rough. “Ray and Greg. I’ll grab them when they come back in from delivering the loads they just took out.”


    Tonya was pleased that Gus wasn’t shunning either man. Greg was as solid as they came unless it had to do with the boss. Ray was flaky in ways, but he’d refused to be reconnected to the mission men hive, proving he cared about keeping the peace and doing the right thing. She gave Gus the paper. “The combination for the lock is at the bottom, in Eagle code.”


    Gus scanned the list again, seeing how much of it was coming from the weapons and ammo that had been collected on Amanda’s run. He understood the normals wouldn’t be able to copy the code even if they attacked him and stole the paper, because it used the labeling system Adrian had invented when he’d first formed this camp. “We’ll lock it between loads.”


    “Nope. Bring it all in one trip.”


    Gus scanned the list again. “We’ll take a cart.”


    “Sounds good.” Tonya was satisfied that Gus would be useful. While they loaded her ship, she was monitoring and making choices about who would be on point duty at night and who would be in charge of runs for things like finding vehicles. Gus was in the top five, along with Greg, Shawn, and Ray.


    Ray would also be sharing captain duties with Grant. He was thin and bruised, and eager to get out of camp. That would go in their favor. Shawn didn’t want to go, but his big arms were perfect for holding a rifle. He was the best sniper Safe Haven had. She hoped he chose to stay with them until her run was done. And then I’ll try to find a way to be allowed to bring him back. Tonya didn’t want to abandon anyone, not even Ralph and Daisey. She wasn’t sure that she would be able to force herself to do that when the time came.


    Kenn appeared, beaten and tired from his run.


    Tonya joined him. “Make sure my cats get fed.”


    “I will.” Kenn didn’t mind taking instructions from Tonya, but his mind was still flying over areas that it shouldn’t be.


    Tonya handed him a sheet of paper while the men and women around them kept loading the shrinking pile of gear. “This is a feeding schedule for the next four months. I will not be gone that long.” Tonya hoped that was true. The thought of being away from her son so long was physically painful. “I pumped a lot of milk. You should be good for a while.”


    “I’ll stick to it.” Kenn would. He and Tonya agreed on most things about the baby. KJ’s milestones and development were advanced. Kenn wanted it to stay that way. “Be careful!”


    Kenn kissed her and then held her close.


    Tonya allowed herself to enjoy the moment.


    Kenn caught Shawn’s eye over her shoulder as he came in through the cargo bay.


    Shawn ignored it. He hadn’t made a choice yet on what they’d discussed, but he doubted he was going to do it. If the boss wanted Rico dead, he already would be.


    Tonya leaned back to meet Kenn’s eyes. “I know you tried to bribe him, but your vote isn’t enough to get Shawn cleared.”


    Kenn stared, heart thumping.


    So did Shawn.


    Tonya went to the pile and grabbed a load. “Get back to work!”


    Her shout got Shawn and the witnesses moving again.


    Kenn had hoped to get a moment alone with Shawn, but it didn’t matter now. His attention landed on Greg and shifted. He left the cargo bay.


    Isabel entered. “Let me help with that.” She took a handful of the bags from Tonya and then followed the redhead across the pontoon bridge.


    Tonya knew why Isabel was here. “You want to come along.”


    “Yes.”


    “Because you know you might get a chance to consume flesh and be young again for a little while. You want blood.”


    Isabel didn’t have a reason to lie. “Yes.”


    Tonya saw the benefits. “Get the boss to sign off on it, and I’m in.”


    Isabel grinned. “I already did.”


    Tonya chuckled. “Welcome to the crew.”
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    Gus went to the storage room across from the cargo bay to collect an unused cart. When this cruise ship was in service, these carts had transported food trays to the wealthy patrons a few decks up. Now, most of them were carrying bodies from the medical wing to the incinerator.


    Standing by the steps to this deck, Bernice studied Gus with surprised fear. He’s leaving!


    Bernice glanced over her shoulder and found a shadow in the corridor, behind the display case that still held images of the employees of the month who’d worked on this ship. Terror went up her spine as Parker stepped into full view and then slid out of sight. He was stalking her again.


    Gus is leaving. By the time he returns, Parker will have killed me, claimed me, or both.


    Bernice wiped her sweaty palms down her jeans as she turned back toward the stairs. She went up two decks to the gym where a rookie Eagle lesson was taking place.


    Jack was the hallway guard for this lesson. He saw her coming. “It’s just starting. Hurry up and you won’t be marked late.”


    He opened the door and held it for her.


    Parker came down the hallway.


    Parker’s flashy clothes didn’t fit with his behavior. It drew attention to the fact that he was doing something wrong.


    Jack pulled his gun.


    Parker took off running.


    Bernice gave Jack a grateful glance and then went inside to join the lesson. Jack was strong, brave, dependable. So were the other senior men who were running the lesson. Bernice immediately felt better, but it still wasn’t enough. Only Parker’s removal was going to make her feel safe again.


    Jack wasn’t sure why the boss hadn’t given an order for Parker to be arrested, but he trusted that she had a good reason for it, like with Trent’s removal. The relief deck was empty now, and it had been staying that way. It wasn’t that sex was bad, but unprotected sex with multiple strangers every day was. Angela didn’t want the old diseases popping back up, or any new ones. Jack approved even as he missed his trips to that section of the ship. It was the only time he had been able to let his mind run wild with fantasies of the woman he really wanted. All of the females who’d been servicing the relief deck had been normals who couldn’t read his thoughts.


    Another movement caught his attention.


    Jack spotted Dog in the shadows. He doubted Parker knew the wolf had been told to track him. When he stepped over the line, Dog would spill his blood.


    Jack holstered. “You’re not going to be with us much longer, Parker. And that’s a good thing.”


     


    Around the corner, Parker sat in a dusty lounge chair to wait for Bernice to come out. He didn’t care about Jack or the cameras that were capturing everything happening on this ship. All he cared about was his obsession. She will be mine, or I’ll kill us both.


     


    In the employee passage, Dog settled down to rest while he listened for Parker to move. The boss said I can rip his throat out and feed it to my cats if he attacks Bernice. Hope he tastes better than he smells. My cats are getting picky!


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Four


    I Hate You


    Cruise Ship Bridge
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    “Service will start in 20 minutes. The church tent is open now. Please start heading that way so you aren’t late.” Max handed the ship’s mike back to Grant, but he didn’t linger to talk with their captain. Grant wasn’t a normal anymore, and that was clear. Max could feel the man scanning his mind and trying to dig into his secrets. He left the bridge with a frown that didn’t fade until he was almost to the dock.


    Grant didn’t like Max. He never had. He didn’t need his demon to warn him about the faker. Angela had given the church leader position to Frank, Max’s best friend, but Grant didn’t like him either. Both of those normals were scared of magic. That would influence their flock to feel the same way.


    Grant wondered vaguely if Parker had been told who was replacing him. His displeasure wouldn’t matter, as the boss had made the choice, but it might cause him to flip harder than he already was. Parker hadn’t liked Frank or Max either.


    Grant scanned the dials and control panels to verify that the ship was okay. The ocean waves were calm, and there wasn’t a weather system in the area, but it was ingrained in him to check those things regularly.


    He shifted toward the monitors that showed the inside of the ship. He wasn’t getting the four-screen feed that everyone else was. He had access to the cameras for every area, including the new ones Kenn had installed. The Marine was skilled with electronics. Areas that had been blind spots before were now clear and being recorded.


    Grant noticed Bernice walking up the stairs from the deck where the rookie lesson had been held. She was moving slowly, almost limping. He understood. The rookie lessons weren’t easy. Soreness and bruises had been constant companions when he’d gone through them.


    Grant scowled at the sight of Parker on the steps right behind her. He was almost breathing down her neck.


    Jennifer came up behind Parker. She tossed out a zap that took him to his knees.


    “Good job!” Grant enjoyed Parker’s scream and quick drop to the floor.


    So did Bernice. She leaned on Jennifer as they went up the stairs toward the top ramp.


    Candy and Conner were behind them, holding hands and appearing deeply in love. They stepped over Parker as if he wasn’t there.


    Other church members surrounded the happy couple, joking and chatting with them as if they were thrilled.


    “But they aren’t.” Even from here, Grant could tell most of them were only acting like they wanted the Mitchel kid to marry one of their females. Despite all of Angela’s efforts to mix magic users and normals, it wasn’t working. Only a handful of families were okay with it. Everyone else was putting on a bright smile while their minds grew darker. “Maybe segregation really is the only hope we have for peace.”


    “The boss will come up with something.”


    Grant spun around, hand dropping to his holster. He didn’t have a guard right now.


    Selina and Missy were on the stairs just outside the bridge. Both females were in Eagle gear, though neither of them was armed. Grant assumed taking their guns and knives to church would be disrespectful.


    “It makes the normals nervous. That’s why we don’t do it.”


    Grant frowned at Missy. He was one of them now, but he still hated the invasion of his privacy.


    Selina got right to the point. “If I agree to what Ray wants, are you going to accept it or start shit with him?”


    Grant was taken aback by her bluntness. “Why do you care?!”


    “Don’t you yell at her!”


    Selina patted Missy’s tense shoulder. “It’s okay. Go wait on the deck for me.”


    Missy glowered at Grant. “I’m staying so he can’t hurt you.”


    “I wouldn’t hurt a woman unless she attacked me.” Grant glared at the little girl. “Do what she told you to do.”


    “Bite me, Bossy!”


    Grant’s mouth dropped open.


    Selina chuckled. “She’s a bit wild. Like me.” Selina scanned Grant and the bridge of the cruise ship. She gave him a minute to recover.


    Grant snapped his mouth shut. I’m glad they’re not going on our run.


    Missy stuck her tongue out at him.


    “Well?”


    Grant forced himself to give Selina the right answer. “Ray can do whatever he wants. It’s his life.”


    “But if he does it, you can’t still be with him.”


    “No.” Grant’s anger faded. “I don’t do well with kids.”


    Missy snorted. “No shit, Sherlock.”


    Grant’s anger returned. “Control that little brat!”


    “You’re right; you don’t do well with kids, mate.” Selina used a stern tone as she turned toward Missy. “I know you want to protect me because I’m normal, but stop now, or I’ll get mad.”


    Missy lowered her eyes and her arms from her defensive stance. “Sorry, Mom.”


    Grant was impressed.


    Selina turned back to Grant. “We all want you and Ray together. I can have a baby with someone else. It doesn’t have to be him.”


    Grant stared. “You care for him.”


    She nodded. “We were on a long, hard run together. He’s a good man, and he needs you.”


    “I need him too.”


    “Good. Be patient, and he’ll see it.”


    Grant tried not to get angrier. “I shouldn’t have to wait for him to figure out how perfect we are together. He should know it!”


    “He does, and that scares him because the last time he fell in love, it crushed him.” Selina knew all about Ray’s previous lover now and how it had ended. “He’s terrified of losing you. He knows he won’t recover from it. I’d say that’s true love. He’s just scared.”


    Grant sighed. “What should I do?”


    “Exactly what you are. Be yourself. You’re nice, strong, upstanding, and cute. He won’t be able to resist you.”


    “But…”


    Selina gave him the brutal truth. “But you’ll have to find a way to get along with kids because he wants one, and that’s not going to change. Make peace with the little brats, or you’ll have to settle for a quickie once a month when he can find time for it.”


    Selina ushered Missy down the bridge steps. They got in line with the church members and went toward the ladder.


    Radios lit up across the ship and island. The few in use by Eagles always stayed on now, so they didn’t miss anything.


    “This is Frank, your new church leader! I look forward to talking with each of you before or after the service. Right now, I have a couple of updates.”


    Grant lowered the volume on his radio and scanned the many monitors again. He thought it was nice that the service was being sent over the radio for those who couldn’t attend. Brittani and Erin were in Brit’s cabin, along with a few other females who couldn’t safely make the trip to the church tent because of their conditions. They were all in Brittani’s cabin, listening and holding bottles of water; the air conditioning was as high as it would go. Descendant pregnancies put off a lot of heat.


    Crenshaw was the lone male in there, but he seemed happy. He was by the door of the cabin on guard duty and in full gear to stay warm, but he was also taking part in the conversations. Crenshaw was fitting in well, thanks to Samantha. She’d been passing the word that he was slow but sweet, and the women were taking him under their wings to make sure he was accepted.


    Grant wondered how Brittani was doing with the wand experiment that people were gossiping about, but he doubted it would matter. Their magic came from inside. Tools weren’t going to make a difference.


    Grant went over to the steps to get a better view of the members heading to the church tent. He was dismayed to view over 40 souls going that way, with more coming up the ramp from the ship. “Religion is growing in Safe Haven.”


    Max fell in with Selina and Missy.


    Grant heard Missy’s mental complaint clearly. She doesn’t like him.


    Grant was tempted to dig into Max’s mind deeper than he already had, but he chose not to. If the boss wanted that to happen, she would assign the chore to someone.


    More residents came up the ramp and carefully went down the ladder. Guards on duty observed nervously. They were always worried about someone falling. Grant hoped Angela decided on a larger, more sloped system for exiting the ship in the future. It would require some modifications that wouldn’t be done anytime soon. Pitcairn wasn’t set up to accommodate cruise ships, and they didn’t have the supplies or the manpower to redo the dock right now.


    The people walking toward the church enjoyed being on land. The island appealed to most of them now that the ash was gone and things were starting to grow again.


    Daryl’s bunkhouse project was going well. It would be finished in a couple of weeks. The camp would be restless by then and eager to be living in it. That came and went in cycles that their disasters had been mitigating by forcing them to return to the ship every couple of months. Grant wasn’t sure what would happen once they had a permanent home, but he was certain people would still want the pattern to continue. It was almost like taking a vacation.


    Frank’s calm voice on the radio caught Grant’s attention.


    “We’re going to pray for the team that’s leaving, and we’re offering gratitude for the teams that returned. From now on, we’ll have a set service every Wednesday and Sunday at noon.”


    Grant was surprised that Angela was allowing this to happen. He knew she didn’t want organized religion here.


    “It’s all about freedom.” Jennifer paused at the bottom of the bridge steps, letting Bernice and the others go ahead of her to the ladder.


    “Too much freedom is a bad thing in this camp.”


    Jennifer understood why he felt that way, but Grant hadn’t been held captive and abused. If he had, he would never say that.


    Jennifer walked away.


    Grant sensed he’d offended her, but he wasn’t sure how. He went back into the bridge and slid into the shadows to make people believe it was empty.


    Little Danny, his invisible guard, stayed still and silent. No one knew he was here, and that’s exactly how the boss wanted it.
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    Jennifer zeroed in on her target, striding faster across the deck.


    People got out of her way, hoping they weren’t who she was about to confront.


    Ed tensed as Jennifer approached him. He didn’t want her to think he was leaving the ship unprotected. “All the guard posts are filled, and I’m doing a patrol of this top deck now before I go to the service.”


    “I’ll come along.”


    Ed walked faster to get them away from the curious people. He felt her disapproval. “What did I do?”


    Jennifer waited until they reached the rear of the top deck, out of respect. Then she stopped and faced him. “Church rules or Safe Haven’s rules?”


    Ed frowned. “Excuse me?”


    Ed was healthier now. He was almost fully recovered from his run to Hell with the boss. Jennifer was glad he and Morgan weren’t insisting on the monitoring and punishments they’d agreed to, but she knew neither man had forgotten about it. They’re waiting for Angela to punish them in different ways. “Which one are you following?”


    Ed understood his loyalty was being questioned. He used Angela’s line. “Why does it have to be one or the other?”


    Jennifer didn’t go for it. “Because you can’t serve two masters, Ed, and you know that. Answer the question, and we’ll go from there.”


    “I follow Angela, like always.”


    Jennifer didn’t sense a lie or any bitterness in his answer. “Why are you making people think that’s not the case?”


    Ed walked away.


    ​Jennifer got it a few seconds later. Ed was still spying on the church group, for the boss.


    Jennifer sighed. “Aren’t we all?”


    Kyle came up the ramp from inside the ship. Morgan was at his side to assist if he needed it. Neither man so much as glanced her way, even though they were very aware of her.


    Jennifer’s anger surfaced. She hadn’t been invited to their private talk. You two think you’re going to decide my future like an abandoned puppy or a bag of belongings.


    Jennifer went down the ladder in fast movements. Rage welled in her throat. You’re about to cross a line that you can’t come back from. Husband or not, this is going too far.
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    “She’s stewing.”


    “I’m aware.” Kyle carefully swung over the ladder and started the descent. He kept his injured hand against his chest so he didn’t use it even accidentally. His fingers were just starting to work again. Using them now and ripping the stitches might mean they were lost for good.


    Both men were in full Eagle gear, but it was awkward for Kyle because of his hand and how much weight he’d lost. His legs and arms were weak, but he couldn’t stand to spend another day in the medical bay like the medics wanted. He needed to tread real land and feel the breeze. He longed to hear the sounds of the foliage crunching under his boots. The run with Neil had been long and mental; he needed a dose of reality to speed up his recovery.


    Morgan descended the ladder slowly. He’d gone first so he could grab Kyle if the man slipped. Using a ladder this tall with only one hand was a challenge. “She thinks you’re deciding her future, being an arrogant man who won’t consult the woman about what she wants.”


    Kyle placed his boots carefully and maintained steady downward momentum. “She’s right.”


    Morgan groaned. “This isn’t going to go well.”


    “She’ll accept it.”


    Morgan snorted. “Have you met your wife?”


    Kyle thought about holding her while they slept and smiled. “A time or two.”


    “Yeah, you’re thinking about the sweet girl who loves you. I’m talking about the fire-breathing dragon who isn’t going to tolerate this.”


    “She’ll accept it.”


    Morgan stepped onto the dock, letting out a sound of relief when Kyle did the same. “Some details on that would be nice.”


    “During the service.” Kyle sneered. “Too many nosey fucks are listening in right now.”


    Residents who had slowed to hear them flushed and headed across the dock to the island.


    Morgan chuckled, but inside, his stomach churned nervously.


    The dock creaked mildly as people went over it, drawing frowns. Repairs had been made, but there had been multiple accidents. No one trusted it now. It needed to be replaced.


    The sound of a woman crying echoed from the top of the ladder.


    Kyle ignored it.


    Morgan followed Kyle across the dock, but the sound bothered him. “Maybe we should talk to the boss about that.”


    Kyle didn’t answer.


    Morgan knew he was being too kindhearted, but Daisey’s sobs were getting to him. “Everyone makes mistakes. Hers weren’t that bad.”


    Kyle kept walking.


    Morgan followed, now distracted from his concerns about Jennifer.


    Daisey and Ralph had tried to dress up, but the nice outfits couldn’t hide the worry. Their ship was sailing in less than a day. Fear was ruling their thoughts.


    The other church members were bright and neat, eager to gather with others like themselves. The scents of colognes and perfumes were thicker than the island odors or the ocean’s saltiness.


    Daisey lumbered down the ladder, crying and sniffing.


    Ralph also came down, silent and angry. His demon wouldn’t stop whispering advice. Shut up! I’m sick of you!


    The demon withdrew into its cell. I’m trying to help.


    You only care about staying with me so you can be alive again! Ralph slammed the cell door, but he didn’t know how to lock it. Leave me alone!


    Daisey stumbled on the dock.


    Ralph went right by her without noticing.


    Daisey’s sobs grew louder.


    Some of the church members helped her up, but most of them went around. Angela had decided Daisey needed to leave; that was the final vote.
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    “Any idea why the boss wants us to attend the service?” Bret gestured at the five of them. “We’re not exactly religious.”


    “She probably wants enforcers there for something.” Adrian led the Mitchel family up the path toward the church tent. He’d gotten a note from a messenger ordering them to go. “The rest of us are likely visual support.


    “Bet it’s connected to Parker.”


    Several of them agreed with Margret’s guess. They’d all seen him get zapped and then stand right back up and resume stalking his target. Everyone was surprised Angela had allowed it to go on this long.


    “Maybe Dog will eat him alive. That would be cool.”


    Alicia shrugged when her family frowned at her in revulsion. “He’ll still die. We’d just be entertained by it.”


    Amanda didn’t know what to say. Alicia’s coldness surprised even her some days. This was one of them.


    “Your mom’s right. You need help that she can’t give you.” Adrian put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, oddly comforted by her vicious nature. “You’re honest at least. Hold onto that. It matters.”


    “Because most Mitchels aren’t?”


    The girl’s question made all of them feel ashamed.


    “Exactly.” Now Adrian understood why she was a comfort. If Amanda’s adopted sister in South America could help the girl with her need to hurt others, Alicia might grow into an ethical, trustworthy Mitchel. It was something to hope for.


    Alicia sidestepped the hand on her shoulder. “I don’t like you very much, Uncle Adrian. How’s that for more honesty?”


    “Nice.” Marc sauntered by them, grinning at the flinches that said they hadn’t known he was coming up behind them. “I’d say it’s perfect honesty, kid.”


    Marc grinned at the girl and moved on.


    Alicia giggled.


    Amanda stared in longing.


    Adrian glared. “That damn Brady effect is really starting to piss me off.”


    Bret spotted Cate running through the jungle to catch up to her dad without having to be near any of the other people who were also headed for the church tent. He smiled.


    Cate knew Bret was there, but she was on guard duty over her father right now. She kept her mind on the job.


    Bret turned his attention back to the conversation. “I always heard Mitchels had that effect on people.”


    “We did.” Adrian’s anger grew. “We do!”


    Soft, steady steps came up behind them. “No, you really don’t. Not anymore.” Samantha went by the slow family, stirring them up. Angela wanted Adrian upset because he’d agreed to let Charlie come along for Tonya’s run. Everyone was happy to help.


    Adrian caught that and tried to smother his resentment. “Lookin’ good there, Sam.”


    Samantha straightened. “I know. Can’t say the same.”


    She moved faster, smirking as he grumbled.


    Bret changed the subject. “It’s good to be back on the island. I missed it.”


    Vines tried to trip them, but the short length made it unsuccessful except in cases where people weren’t paying any attention. None of the Mitchels were hindered. They walked side-by-side, long cloaks brushing the dirt. Even Adrian had one on now. It reminded him of the past when it had been daily gear.


    Amanda tugged a corner of Adrian’s cloak into the proper place. “You’re lucky I had extras.”


    “I appreciate it.” Adrian felt more like himself than he had in a year now that he was wearing a family garment. He was eager to fill the pockets that had been sewn to the inside. “So does Bret.”


    Bret swept his arm out, flaring the black cloak dramatically as he bowed.


    “Yep, that’s a Mitchel.”


    Bret laughed at Margret’s joking comment. He felt like one, even though he didn’t have any great or dastardly deeds under his belt yet.


    Jennifer eyed their cloaks in admiration as she went around them. I’m going to find someone who can make those. Almost every magic user wanted one.


    Marc didn’t like the cloaks. “They’ll get in the way if we have to fight, climb, or run.”


    Amanda wanted to tell him there were tie-down straps for those moments, but she just watched him until he got out of sight.


    The church tent came into view. It was nearly full. Frank was standing outside the open flap, greeting the arrivals, ushering them toward the seats, and grinning widely.


    Frank was wearing a nice suit from one of the ship’s shops, a simple cross pinned to his breast pocket, and no collar. He hadn’t taken the test yet to become an official preacher, but everyone was sure he would. It was easy to see he liked the job.


    A large gold and white cross had been painted on the outside of the tent, near the flap. The inside had been filled with stands, small statues, wooden pews, religious images, and other items from the ship. It felt a lot like the old world to the magic users and the normals, but only one group enjoyed that. It made the descendants worry about cults and how one appeared to be forming right before their eyes.


    Bernice entered the tent in relief.


    Parker was standing in the barren jungle across from the tent, glaring at Frank. He didn’t see the wolf lying in the regrowing foliage a few yards behind him.


    Eagles, camp members, and leadership all frowned at Parker or made sharp comments that he didn’t respond to at all.


    “You can’t let them do this to me!” Daisey’s sobs were louder now that she had a full audience. She entered the tent in a rush, reaching out to the church members. “We don’t want to go! Let us stay!”


    Ralph went to stand in the rear of the tent, barely aware of his wife’s distress. He focused on the pictures on the tent wall, praying to be normal again.


    “Make her let us stay!”


    The louder Daisey got, the further people leaned away from her, as if they could sense something bad was about to happen.


    Adrian entered the tent, going right by Frank’s outstretched hand. He didn’t want to shake with the man. He didn’t want to be here. His presence was validating this moment, this new religious hold taking over his camp. He hated it.


    Samantha caught Adrian’s attention as the rest of the Mitchels also entered the tent. Daisey is lying about everything. The boss wants the truth to come out.


    Adrian scowled. “Here?”


    Yes. Samantha took a place along the tent wall.


    Adrian was suddenly sure Angela was observing it all through Samantha. “Damn you.”


    People scowled at Adrian for cursing in church.


    Adrian glared back, furious now. He didn’t want religion in Safe Haven, but he also didn’t want to violate a church this way.


    “Oh, Lord, help me!” Daisey fell to her knees in the center of the aisle between the rows of benches. “I’m sorry, Lord!”


    Jennifer didn’t need the lie-detecting bell dinging in her mind to know Daisey was full of it. “Oh, get up! Stop making a scene!”


    Residents cringed to avoid the enforcer’s wrath. Silence fell except for Daisey.


    “Please, save me from the monsters, Lord!”


    People shifted uncomfortably at her words, subtly viewing the magic users for their reactions.


    “I’m sorry! Please forgive me!”


    “You’re not sorry.” Jennifer confronted Daisey. “In fact, you’ve been celebrating our deaths, haven’t you?”


    Daisey pouted defensively. “I’m being falsely accused!”


    “You were happy when the radiation sickness came. It gave you a chance to seem like you were helping, like you cared, but you were glad so many of the kids died. It was less work for you.”


    Daisey shoved to her feet, face reddening from the effort. “I loved those kids. You’re the one who can’t be trusted!”


    Most of the witnesses did trust Jennifer because she’d been such a hardass about the rules and justice. Adrian came forward, forming a pair that the camp believed.


    The other Eagles retreated to keep from tainting the image.


    “Don’t hurt me anymore!”


    Jennifer knew her enforcer gift wasn’t the right way to go here. “Admit your mistakes, or Adrian will force you to tell the truth.”


    Daisey paled.


    Adrian was relieved that they weren’t going to physically harm the woman, but he still hated where this was happening. “Don’t make me do this, Daisey. Come clean, and maybe the boss will give you another chance.”


    Daisey knew that wasn’t going to happen. “Please save me from these monsters, Lord!”


    Adrian used his truth spell.


    Jennifer directed the intervention. “Tell us how you feel about Safe Haven and the people in this tent.”


    “I hate you all!” Evil crossed Daisey’s face and came out of her mouth. “I want you all dead so normals can be in charge of the world again!”


    Witnesses flinched at the shouting, the words, the hatred, but many of them agreed with her.


    Jennifer motioned to include those around them. “But not these normals, right?”


    “No!”


    “Why not?”


    “They’re too good, too kind! They follow the rules! I want them all dead too!”


    People retreated, scowling as Daisey was proven a dangerous liar. She wasn’t going to find forgiveness or another chance in this group now.


    Ralph was pulled out of his misery by her shouts. He was shocked. “You can’t mean that.”


    “I do! They turned on you, and now they’ve turned on me! They’re throwing us out because we didn’t want to babysit their little demons, and we like to talk about what’s happening. It’s not right!” Daisey sobbed again. “None of this is right! They shouldn’t exist!”


    Morgan sent out disapproval like Kyle and the other Eagles were doing. All thoughts of talking to Angela on Daisey’s behalf were gone now.


    “Why have you pretended to like us?”


    Daisey had to answer Jennifer’s question. Adrian’s magic was too strong to fight. “I wanted the respect that Peggy got.”


    But people had always sensed her insincerity, so she’d never gotten it, making her bitter and hateful.


    “Oh, Daisey.” Ralph put an arm around her and held her while she cried.


    The witnesses approved of his reaction, but they were angry with her and not in the mood to forgive. It defied what was supposed to happen in here.


    This was intentional, to weaken the church’s growing power over the herd. Adrian left the tent.


    Jennifer went to stand by Samantha. If the residents decided on something violent, like stoning the woman as a punishment, she would stop it.


    Those who agreed with Daisey about the magic users now wanted her gone, but their dislike of magic grew. If not for Adrian’s spell, they wouldn’t know Daisey had fooled them.


    Adrian marched toward Marc, who was standing next to Frank at the entrance. “How dare you make me do that! I hate you so much!”


    Marc laughed at him.


    Adrian punched Marc, knocking him to the ground.


    Gasps echoed from the entire Mitchel family.


    Frank hurried into the church, out of the way so the monsters could brawl.


    People in the tent quieted and came toward the open windows to observe.


    Marc motioned Cate to stay out of it when she would have come to his defense. He looked up at Adrian in disdain. “It wasn’t my idea. Angie set you up.”


    Fury came off Adrian in thick waves. “You should have stopped her!”


    Marc stood, grunting. “Yeah, cause that’s possible. You gave her free reign a year ago and she’s been running with it ever since. This is your fault, all of it, so get off your high horse and crawl out of here before I give you the pounding you deserve!”


    “You owe me a cage lesson.”


    Marc caught Adrian’s thoughts of winning the Nerf gun contest. “She didn’t tell me.”


    “Figures.” Adrian sneered. “And it doesn’t matter. She signed a check with your name on it. I want that lesson before I go.”


    “You want me to beat on you?”


    “I want to learn how to fuck you up, Brady. I’ll practice it while I’m gone, and when I come back, I’ll finally be able to match you in every way that matters to her!”


    Marc laughed again.


    Adrian drew back.


    Marc’s eyes flickered deep red. “Go on. Do it.”


    Adrian lowered his arm, but his ugly tone didn’t change. “Be in the cage after dinner or be known as a coward.”


    Marc sneered. “Why wait until then? Scared and need time to work on your nerve?”


    “I assumed you’d want time to bury your wife when she fails to kill Nature.” Adrian smirked this time, aware of the mutters and Marc’s anger fading into fear. “She’s still running with it, and this time, she might finally get the death she’s been aiming for since she joined this camp! Laugh about that, you smug prick!”


    Adrian stomped off toward town.


    Marc stayed there and tried to act like he wasn’t suddenly terrified.


    Inside the tent, Jennifer listened in approval. “She has them right where she needs them.”


    Samantha frowned. “At each other’s throats again?”


    “Yes.”


    “What happened to them having a bond that little can break?”


    “This is how men bond, Sam.”


    “Not all men.” Samantha knew that from her time with Wade and Neil. “Neil and Wade have never even had an argument.”


    Jennifer didn’t censor her words even though they had witnesses. “Wade is a fluke, an anomaly. Think back to Neil and Jeremy, and you’ll see what I mean. Men need competition to thrive, to grow, to change. They’re not happy unless they get to challenge and conquer.”


    Samantha huffed. “And they call us complicated.”


    Jennifer snickered. “Yep, and here’s the scary part: Women are the same way.”


    “I’m not! I don’t like death and fighting.”


    “Then why are you going on Tonya’s run?”


    Samantha refused to answer.
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    “Turn to page 35 in your hymn book, please. I found a couple dozen of them, but you may still need to share with the person next to you.”


    Frank gave them all a minute to get set, then he started singing to open the service. His voice was pleasing enough. The church members joined him enthusiastically.


    Kyle moved away from the tent, content that no one would be able to hear him for a little while, though mental snoops were always an issue. The singing was loud enough to echo across the island.


    Morgan followed Kyle toward town. The church tent was full, though not packed. Attendance would keep growing each week until Frank asked Angela for a full-sized structure. Morgan hoped she said no. If Christianity took a real hold here, other religions would follow. Morgan didn’t want any of them in Safe Haven. Religion always led to fighting and the oppression of basic rights. Then there was the fact that an apocalypse was the wrong time for limiting when survivors could work or what they were allowed to eat and wear.


    Animals in the barren jungle around them stopped and turned toward the singing, but the men couldn’t tell if they liked it.


    Morgan vaguely wondered if Nature would enjoy the serenade. Music was supposed to be soothing, but Morgan hadn’t found that to be the case. Music either depressed him with reminders of a troubled past, angered him with references to things he couldn’t change, or made him horny with deep, pulsating beats.


    “I find rap soothing.”


    Morgan made a face. “Really?”


    “Of course not.” Kyle snickered as he went to the patio by the burnt frame of the restaurant. The concrete had survived the fire. It now held stools and folding chairs for workers and observers. Kyle picked one facing the new bunkhouse that was roughly halfway done. “Cop a squat.”


    The town was empty except for them and the invisible guard they both sensed but didn’t spot and couldn’t identify. That guard was roaming the area. They felt the presence depart their location as Morgan took the chair next to Kyle. He rotated it to face the opposite direction so no one could sneak up on them. He waited nervously for Kyle to begin.


    Kyle gently rubbed his aching fingers, but he didn’t squeeze them or apply a lot of pressure. “I can’t tell you most of why I brought you into our lives.”


    Morgan assumed that was because of Jennifer. “She’ll fight it.”


    “She’ll try to change my mind, and I can’t allow that.” Kyle shifted in the uncomfortable chair, wishing for a cigar. There were none left. All smoking material was gone now, as far as everyone knew.


    Morgan tugged his wallet out and opened it. He extended it to Kyle. “Last one on the ship.”


    Kyle cheered as he picked up the small, bent cheroot. “You’re a good man, Morgan.”


    “Not really.” Morgan stored his wallet while Kyle lit the smoke. “I love your wife. I want her to be mine. There’s nothing good about that.”


    Kyle still didn’t feel the wave of expected jealousy that statement should have caused. “Back in America, I would have killed you for that.”


    “Which is why we’re all confused.”


    Kyle stored his lighter. “I don’t want her to be alone, ever. I want our kids protected. I want my family to be happy.”


    Morgan waited for more, enjoying the smoky odor of the cheroot on the mild breeze, and even the not-so-faint sound of the church members singing. But it didn’t ease the ball of nerves in his gut.


    Orchards, garden plots, supply stacks, full water barrels, and port-o-potties were spread out across the town site, along with the piles of debris that were finally shrinking as Daryl and his crew used them up. Daryl was at the church right now. His workers were either with him or on the ship, taking a break during the service.


    The bunkhouse had a completed first floor, with the entrances, windows, and stairs for the second floor all framed. Piles of cords were waiting in the center of each room. Morgan assumed Daryl was putting in the wiring today. Next would be plumbing. I won’t be here to help with any of it.


    Kyle pulled Morgan’s attention back. “I won’t always be around. She’ll need you to love her.”


    “I already do, but we’ll keep you alive, Kyle. You aren’t going anywhere.”


    Kyle smoothed out his face. “Things are ugly at home.”


    Morgan took a minute to follow the abrupt topic change. He frowned. “Marc was right about us needing to damage those ghosts.”


    “Yes, and I’d like to discuss your vendetta against Marc, but we’ll come back to that.” Kyle inhaled gently and coughed hard.


    Morgan grinned at him. “Old tobacco has some bite to it.”


    “Went weeks without smoking. Lungs hate it.” Kyle coughed and spit, then continued. “Adrian and his team are going to cause real damage during Tonya’s run. The boss gave him no limits.”


    “I’ll help them.”


    “No!” Kyle pinned Morgan in place with his sternest Eagle glare. “Make sure you return a whole man, Morgan. Give me your word you won’t take risks unless there’s no other choice.”


    “Why?”


    “I won’t always be here.”


    Morgan realized the topic hadn’t changed at all. He reluctantly gave in. “I promise.”


    “Good.”


    A cooler breeze came through, lifting dust from the ground and drawing a sense of fall that the ship didn’t give them.


    Both men enjoyed being on solid ground, but it also made them worry about the kids who were on the boat without the adults they depended on. The den mothers had lost a lot of trust from everyone.


    “If you run into any of my family, remove them. I don’t want Jennifer haunted by my past, and none of them were good before the war. I doubt that’s changed.”


    “I’ll handle it.” Morgan got the sense that Kyle was putting his affairs in order. A lump welled in his throat that he spoke around. “Missy and I have gotten close. We went through Shawn’s absence, Pam’s murder, and these other changes together. She’ll need someone to protect her while I’m gone. I know she has a mom now, but that’s new. She and I spend an hour together every day, either at a meal or an Eagle lesson, and I try to stop by and check on her when she’s in school lessons or with the den mothers all day.”


    “I’ll take your place on that.” Kyle didn’t mind. He loved all kids. “I understand how she’ll feel. I’ll miss you too.” Kyle let Morgan into his mind so the man could see how much he meant that. “You’re the brother I wanted. I trust you completely.”


    “I’m sorry I didn’t do better while you were gone with the boss…” Morgan made a final connection and blanched as he figured it out.


    Kyle didn’t speak it in case Jennifer was listening to them.


    Morgan shook his head. “It should be me.”


    “And it will be for a while, on Adrian’s team, on this run. Then you’ll come home, make peace with Marc, let Jennifer claim you, and live my happy life.”


    Morgan tried not to cry. He latched onto the only part of that order that didn’t make him sad. “I’ll never make peace with Marc!”


    Kyle blew out smoke. “Tell me why.”


    “He would have traded her, Kyle! He was going to give Jennifer to Joel in exchange for Cate!”


    “He planned to rescue her.”


    “After she was hurt, or maybe Joel would have consumed her before Marc could get her back. I’ll never trust him again. I’ll never make peace! He’s always going to be on my shitlist now.”


    “Good.” Kyle scowled at Morgan’s surprise. “Did you think I was okay with it?”


    “No, but…”


    “But I didn’t try to kill Marc for it, so you weren’t sure.”


    Morgan nodded.


    Kyle puffed on his cigar. “The boss was right there, and I do trust her. If it had just been Marc’s plan, I would have gutted him and tossed him overboard long before we arrived at that detention center. I feel the same way you do about him.”


    Morgan drew in a deep breath. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”


    “Yep. Now I need to hear something from you.”


    Morgan waited for a clue, but whatever it was, he would give it.


    “Tell her you might not come back.”


    “What?”


    Kyle put the cigar out on the chair arm, saving the rest. “You deserve a life with a woman who needs you, who can give you kids, and return your emotions. You deserve better than to be kept waiting in the wings by a broken teenager who can’t make up her mind about what she really wants.”


    Morgan understood in a blinding flash. “She’ll either cut me loose or claim me in full.”


    “Yes. It’s a huge risk.”


    Morgan immediately started giving Kyle what he’d asked for. “It’s true, though. I do deserve a real life.”


    Kyle felt Jennifer’s pain. She was listening. “Yes. While you’re gone, try to decide if staying there might be what’s best for you.”


    “And if I do stay?”


    “Then we’ll miss you every single day for the rest of our lives.” Kyle stood up while Morgan wiped away emotional tears. “Walk with me to the medical bay?”


    “Sure. Check up on your hand?”


    “No, I’m freezing some of my rare blood in case it’s needed in the future for my son.”


    “Won’t it go bad after a while?”


    “It would, but Tonya figured out if it’s mixed with a little of Conner’s blood, it stays good. She’s running tests on a lot of us, but it’s been months, and the samples are just as good as when they were first frozen.”


    “Tonya’s different now, better.”


    “Agreed. Make sure she comes back whole too. She’s in the mood to risk her life, but Safe Haven needs her more than she needs to be a hero.” Kyle glanced toward the church tent.


    Morgan saw it. “Do you want to attend the service? They’ll stop singing soon.”


    “I spent an hour there this morning while Max and Frank were getting things ready.”


    Morgan realized Kyle had made a trip to the island by himself, and neither he or Jennifer had known. “Praying?”


    Kyle nodded because he didn’t want to explain it, but praying wasn’t accurate. When I die, the Creator will be clear about where I stand on everything and why I feel that way. My affairs are now in order.
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    “How do you feel about that?” Samantha followed Jennifer out of the tent, ignoring church members who watched curiously and camp members who silently scolded them for being rude.


    Jennifer went toward the runway, using the incline and slightly rougher terrain to work off some of her boiling emotions.


    Samantha didn’t repeat her question. Jennifer’s anger and pain were clear. “Kyle is only pushing you away because he wants to spare you the pain if Fate attacks him again.”


    Jennifer snorted. “That’s not what’s happening here. Stop it.”


    Samantha shrugged. “I tried to maintain the charade.”


    “Because the boss wants it?”


    “Your husband wants it.”


    Jennifer’s hand came up to her hip. “Since when did you start doing what the men want and ignoring what the women need?”


    “When I decided that I agree with him.”


    Jennifer kicked a pile of dusty debris as she went by it. “You think I’ll be happier with Morgan.”


    “Yes, in time.” Samantha walked next to Jennifer. She tried to find a gentle way to tell the girl what she already knew.


    Jennifer held in a sob. “Kyle’s going to die.”


    “We do know Fate is hunting him.”


    “Stop it!”


    “I’m trying to ease you into this.”


    “I’m not a virgin to the boss’s bullshit, Sam!”


    “She loves you, Jenny. She doesn’t want you interfering with this plan.”


    “I’m not going to.”


    Samantha was surprised and suspicious. “Really?”


    Jennifer stopped on the runway. It was littered with dirt, dust, and bits of fire debris, but it was still cleaner than it had been, thanks to the rain they’d gotten. It was hard to tell there had been an inferno up here.


    The ocean in the distance was serene and beautiful, but neither female found it calming. The ocean was treacherous, and out there, none of their people would be protected.


    The cove below the runway was busy. Grant was now supervising the supplies and gear being taken from the submarine and the other boats to be used on Tonya’s run. Grant was making sure no damage was done to those ships during the process. His shouts were drifting up, making the women even more concerned for the crew that was about to leave. Grant rarely yelled. His nerves were showing, and that didn’t bode well for the mission.


    “Jennifer?”


    Jennifer forced the words out. “Kyle’s death is the price we have to pay for being together. I’ve always known how it had to end.”


    “Oh, Jenny.” Samantha was hurt by how desperately ashamed the girl sounded. “Love isn’t wrong.”


    Jennifer wanted to agree, but she couldn’t. “I stole him from the Eagles. I interfered with the future of everyone in this camp, of everyone in our country, and maybe even the world. He was supposed to be a defender of the light, a fighter for justice, and I stole that from him and everyone else. Now, it’s almost time to pay the bill. The cost is his life and my eternal pain. Like with you and Jeremy.”


    Samantha hadn’t viewed it like that before, but it suddenly explained everything. Tears rolled down her cheeks.


    “They were always going to die. It was supposed to be for the future. Debts like these always have to be paid.” Jennifer put her arm around Samantha. “The boss loves you too, Sam. That’s why you got Wade. I got Morgan. She’s trying to give us happiness even though we interfered.”


    “What did I do?!” Samantha sobbed. “What can we do?!”


    Jennifer let go. “We can take their places.”


    “You said you weren’t going to interfere!”


    “Yeah, I lied.” Jennifer let go and resumed staring at the ocean. “I’ve never been one to just roll over and accept my fate, and I’m not about to start now.”
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    Angela smiled. “That’s my girls.”


    Wade kept pace with her as they went down the deserted stairs on the cruise ship. “You wanted them to react that way.”


    “Yes.”


    “Why not just tell them what you want?” Wade knew a lot of people felt that way, including Angela’s husband.


    “Then they wouldn’t come up with plans of their own.”


    Bangs and thuds echoed faintly from the cargo bay as the loading process continued. Angela fought the need to go micromanage it. Tonya had to be allowed to make mistakes on her own.


    Wade was taking advantage of being allowed to ask any question and get an honest answer. They’d just started their half a day talk, and he was already learning things. “Why not give them a plan that leads to the outcomes you need?”


    “Then they wouldn’t grow or learn.” Angela avoided looking at the monitors they were passing, so she couldn’t check on Tonya’s progress. “People need the moments where their brain makes the connection. If you don’t let them learn, they’ll regress.”


    Wade accepted those answers. They were what he’d assumed all along, but getting confirmation was still great.


    A group of residents were decorating the ballroom for the party tonight, and some were on the island for the church service or personal revelations, but almost everyone else was in the mess, hoping for an edible meal from Thelma. It made for a deserted ship and an eerie feeling that Wade didn’t care for. It’s only August. Stop it with the Halloween vibes.


    “Should we do something for that this year?”


    Wade considered the moods and the souls who might not be here at the end of October. “Maybe something for the kids, just so they don’t get cheated out of good childhood memories.”


    “Agreed. Add it to your book.” Angela went down the hall that was stacked with bodies without revealing her sadness or her anger. She still hated death. Being responsible for so much of it was disheartening to say the least, but she was already carrying as much of that weight as she could handle alone.


    The terrible odor of decay increased. The ship stank from the dead, but down here, it was thick enough to choke them. They both held their breath until they were in the incinerator compartment. The harsh, burnt smell in there was better than fresh rot.


    The incinerator room had been cleaned recently. The ash had been gathered and dumped into the metal cans, and the surfaces were bare and neat. An hour from now, it would all be running again. Between shifts, it was kept clean to cut the risk of disease and fire.


    “The moments where people went against your plans, and bad things happened, were also by design, right? You knew they’d react that way. You picked those outcomes even when they believed they did.”


    Angela wasn’t worried about Wade’s disapproval over her choices. He just wanted to understand why she’d made those decisions. “Yes. Many of those ugly moments were going to happen no matter how I tried to change them. I chose the outcomes that gave Safe Haven the best chance of survival.”


    “Like the deaths during the earthquake...”


    Angela’s shoulders tensed, but not out of defense. Pain filled her mind and her heart. “Those deaths were fast, merciful. They were going to stay behind, Wade. They would have been there when the door was breached!”


    Wade blanched. “The den mothers and the kids…”


    “Their lives would have been a little longer, but so awful that death was a better choice.”


    “And there was no way to save them?”


    “No. I looked ahead time after time on the way to that cursed den and while we were prepping it. I did it again every night when we got in there, minus my own misery moments when pain over losing my daughter was all I could feel. Death was always the outcome. Rioters caught up with us on the road and took those lives, those people, and it crushed our camp. We didn’t recover; the future went dark for everyone.”


    “Were there moments that you didn’t foresee?”


    “Only one.” Angela’s fury lifted the temperature of the incinerator room that was supposed to be cooling down right now. “The radiation sickness.”


    Wade had wondered for months about that one. It was a relief to find out she hadn’t known and allowed it to happen anyway.


    Angela faced this like she had everything else. “I would have, if it served the future that I’m trying to build.”


    Wade wasn’t horrified. He’d always known how hard she was on the inside. It was one of the things he respected the most about her because he also knew how kind she was. Having a dual nature was hard. “Why did you miss it?”


    “The angels in the weigh station were placing bets and manipulating things. We just found out from Neil’s run that the female angels from Heaven’s Road were also manipulating things. I didn’t see it coming because there were opposing forces that I couldn’t control or conquer.”


    “And that’s when you started contemplating Fate and Death and how they might be real instead of just societal reformation pressures?”


    “Actually, I started suspecting that about Fate in the mountain. I caught sight of a tiny pink blur during the quake, like Charlie and a few others did. I’ve always assumed Death was real. There have been too many depictions of that one for him to just be imagined.” Angela removed her kit and put it on the spotless stainless-steel counter. She unzipped it and began removing items and envelopes.


    Wade caught a whiff of Neil’s cologne and understood what they were. “Burn boxes from his crew.”


    “They didn’t want them back. They’ve moved beyond these issues, or they’ve decided they need my help with it.”


    Wade did a fast count and came up short. “Who didn’t give you one?”


    “Kenn, Mike, and Selina.”


    “Mike was a lurker. He wouldn’t have wanted you to know that.”


    “No, and Kenn thinks I don’t know about his plan to kill Rico.”


    “What about Selina?”


    “She has nothing to hide or regret.” Angela shrugged at his disbelieving expression. “I felt the same way, but that’s the conclusion I’ve come to. She was punished for trying to poison Kenn. That’s all she had, because she wasn’t a breeder or one of the guards who tortured captives in Reicher’s lab. She’s a good person.”


    “Minus that attempted murder hiccup.”


    Angela snorted. “Who among us hasn’t wanted to kill Kenn?”


    Wade chuckled. “Fair.” But he was still surprised at how forgiving Angela was being about it.


    “Do you think I should punish her too?”


    Wade knew Angela valued his opinion. He reluctantly gave his honest view. “Yes. Eagle rules and Safe Haven’s rules are clear about murder. Even an attempt is enough to get the person the full punishment.”


    He held up a hand. “I like her, just so you know, and I don’t really want her punished, but the way things stand right now are not balanced.”


    “And if I told you she’ll save a life in the future, one that means the world to both of us, would that balance it out?”


    Wade suspected that life was Samantha’s. He stuck to his conscience even though it was hard. “No. I don’t believe in trading crimes for lives the way you do.”


    “I like it that you can’t be bought, Wade.” Angela opened Neil’s burn box. “But you’re wrong in this case. The future matters more than Kenn getting justice. Sparing Selina now saves Amy in the future. I decided that was a fair trade.”


    “Amy? Damn it!” Wade felt his heart trying to change his mind. “This is hard.”


    “It’s what I go through with every single choice. I love even those who hate me. I don’t make any of the choices lightly.”


    “I didn’t think that. And I appreciate you spending this time with me, answering my questions when I know you don’t do that for the others.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    Wade kept pushing this one-time freedom. “Is there a reason for it?”


    “Of course, and it’s not just because we’re good friends.”


    “You consider me a friend?” Wade beamed. “That’s awesome.”


    “I agree.” Angela motioned him over. She held Neil’s burn box open so he could see into it.


    There was only a note in the bottom, with two sentences.


    I’m still sorry I lost your trust. I miss our friendship.


    “The Eagles taught me a lot, and Adrian believed in me enough to give me this job, but the friendships I’ve made along the way have kept me fighting for our future more than either of those.” She sent out a wave of warmth. “I love you guys. I want you to have a good future, and I’ll do whatever I can, break whatever rule I need to, unbalance anything, anger anyone, to make that happen.”


    Wade felt grateful that she’d chosen to be their leader.


    Angela stopped him when he would have retreated. “Stay close. Learn something new about your fellow Eagles.”


    Wade expected it to be ugly. He braced as Angela opened the next box.


    “This one is Theo’s.” Angela took the roll of film out and put it into her jacket pocket. “I asked him to keep track of a few people for me.”


    She tilted the box to make sure Wade saw the note at the bottom.


    I spied on Debra the entire time she’s been here, even when we were together. I’m obsessed with her, and I don’t know what to do about it. Please don’t kill me! Just help me get over my weakness.


    Wade watched her remove the note and drop the box into the item pile that still needed to be sorted and repurposed. It was the only area in here that wasn’t clean. All of the personal items in that pile had stains, scratches, and specks of dried blood on them. Theo’s note went into the small pile next to her kit.


    “Why are men wired to be stalkers? Is it really in our DNA?”


    “Men?” Angela lifted Jayda’s burn box and opened it.


    Wade spotted more rolls of film and a longer note.


    “She was stalking Biff, Trent, and Gus. It’s not just the men, Wade. Stalking prey is what humans do.”


    “That scares me. The world ended, and we all still have the same bad thoughts, the same bad behavior. We’re not getting better!”


    “No.” Angela opened the next box. “But we are changing.”


    Ray’s shaky handwriting concerned Wade more than the words.


    Protect Grant. You owe me that!


    The Ray he knew wouldn’t have demanded anything from the boss. Ray definitely wasn’t the same. “What’s happening to us?”


    “Madness. We’re all furious, and it’s driving us mad.”


    “Is it a side effect of the rage illness?”


    “No. It’s the unfairness of the lives we have now. We lost our society, the comforts of it, the routines, the careers, the homes, the people. We sacrificed everything to come here, but we’ve gained only survival. It’s driving us nuts.


    “That’s why the normals can’t stop attacking?”


    “Exactly. They’re furious too, but they don’t blame Fate or the government or their own bad choices. They blame us, and nothing we do will ever change that.”


    “It’s us or them.”


    Angela opened the next envelope. Zack’s bold handwriting screamed at her.


    I found out about Mike hurting Leeann and didn’t tell you because I needed to save my son. I’d do it again. I love my boys, and I know you don’t. I couldn’t let you kill them!


    Wade scowled. “He used a plural. It’s not just Mike.”


    “Eric is also corrupt. He just hides it better. He also has moments where he considers trying to be good, but he was raised to be bad.”


    “Because Zack was evil before the war.”


    “And after, for a time. He didn’t start changing until I became an Eagle. He used to beat his boys too; it wasn’t just his wife. And they’re furious.”


    “Because they’re figuring out it didn’t have to be that way.”


    “Yep. They hate him for what he did, but they’re going mad over the fact that he could have stopped back then. He could have changed for them, but he didn’t. He changed for me and for Adrian, for Safe Haven and the future of this camp, but not for his own kids.”


    “Damn.”


    Angela opened the last box. Like most of the others, it only held a note.


    If I survive this run, I accept your offer.


    Wade recognized Kyle’s handwriting. “What was the offer?”


    Angela took all of the notes and envelopes over to the incinerator and placed them in the very rear, where they wouldn’t be noticed when the next crew put in a reeking body. “He’s going to join a team of dangerous, angry Eagles on a suicide mission to clear some threats that would have attacked us when we go home.”


    Wade’s byzan mind snapped pieces together almost faster than he could keep up with.


    Angela gave him time to process that classified information. She took a small bucket full of the ashes in the ash can and tossed them into the rear of the incinerator, on top of the burn box material just in case one of the workers was alert enough to notice something hadn’t fully burned from the last run. The ashes made it all appear to be a small pile of debris that hadn’t been removed.


    “Kyle is going to die anyway, so you’re using it to help Safe Haven.”


    Angela waited, sure that Wade would get the rest of the connections. He was a brilliant man with a brilliant mind.


    “You’re giving him a hero’s death. And it’s in place of someone else, someone you need more for the future.”


    Wade thought about how Angela had been happy that Jennifer decided to interfere. “Jenny will take his place and save him. She’ll get Samantha to do the same…for Neil!”


    Angela glanced over at him. Her eyes were sad.


    Wade made the final connection. “It’s not Neil. It’s me. Sam will try to take my place.”


    Angela confirmed it gently, delivering the final blow. “Your line will die with you, Wade. You can’t have kids, but she can. You have to get her to stay behind when the time comes.”


    “You’re saving Kyle…but not me, because he can breed.” Crushing pain settled into his chest. “That’s why you gave me these positions and these honors now. Because you can’t save me later.”


    “Picking who lives and who dies is the worst part of this job. The only consolation is that sometimes I can tell the person and give them time to make peace with it, or time to find a way to change it that maybe I’ve missed.”


    Wade was snared. “Has anyone been able to do that yet?”


    “Just one.”


    “Who?”


    “Ivan.”


    Wade hadn’t thought about Ivan in a long time. “He left Safe Haven, and that changed his fate?”


    “Sort of.” Angela wiped her hands on a towel and went toward the exit. “He did a favor for my husband, and it saved his life.”


    Wade immediately decided to talk to Marc.


    Angela caught that and tried not to keep stressing over it. She’d now done everything she could to save her XO. The rest was up to Marc.
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    “Where to next?” Wade was planning their routes. He was her guard right now, as well as her companion.


    “I want to go by the ballroom and make sure things will be ready in time for the party tonight.”


    Wade immediately opened the nearest employee entrance and held it for her while scanning the dusty inner passages. It got them out of the main halls where crowds might make it more dangerous. It also gave them privacy from snoops. “Why haven’t you split them up? I know you don’t approve of their union.”


    Angela kept a hand on her holster, practicing an Eagle lesson. She’d gotten rusty, and she hated that feeling. “Conner is an honorable Mitchel now.”


    “He’s more proof that humans can change?”


    “Yes, but I also love him. I want him to be happy, and he’s positive that being with Candy will provide that.”


    Wade gave up a secret he’d been keeping. “He doesn’t really want to get married. I heard him and Adrian talking about it.”


    “I’m aware, thus my doubt about their union.”


    “Then I’d like to ask the same question.”


    “It’s the same answer. He’s honorable now, and I don’t want that to stop. If I interfere, it will flip him too hard. If Fate does her thing over time, it might not have an extreme result.”


    “Does he know how you feel?”


    “Yes. Mitchels listen to everything, whether you want them to or not. He caught my thoughts on the matter a while back and still decided to follow through.”


    “Because he’s a horny kid.”


    “He’s also trying to prove me wrong, and I respect that. Not many people will go against my predictions because I’ve been right so many times.” Angela let Wade deeper into her thoughts. “It’s refreshing to be around someone so confident that they believe in themselves more than they fear my prophecies.”


    “Like Adrian...”


    Angela chuckled. “You don’t have to tiptoe there either. I told you no topic is off limits for this discussion and I meant that.”


    Wade enjoyed being around Angela when her mood was like this. “You’re happy he’s leaving. When he’s gone, you’ll get reckless again.”


    “Oh, I’m not waiting until then. I’ll have that moment in a few hours, when I put my newest plan into action.”


    Wade frowned. “We don’t like it when you risk your life.”


    “I know.” But she refused to give a promise she wasn’t going to keep. “I don’t have a burn box. The letters I handed out before I faced Tilly still have most of it covered.”


    Wade asked the next question even though he didn’t want to. “Is there anything you’d like me to handle that isn’t?”


    Angela sighed, nodding. “Don’t let Marc hook up with Amanda. Find him a good replacement who will love him and all of our kids.”


    “Because she’s a Mitchel and they can’t be trusted?”


    “It’s actually related to Kendle. Marc and Amanda have a spark that reminds him of the castaway, of killing her. The constant guilt would keep him in a bad place because he’d be thinking about that all the time, but Amanda isn’t smart enough to figure it out and help him.” Angela made a face. “Plus, she’s a Mitchel!”


    Wade chuckled. “Fair enough.” He pushed on. “What about Charlie?”


    “He has the same issue that Zack’s boys do. He resents me for not stopping Kenn, for not unlocking my magic sooner. And he’s right.”


    Wade agreed, though he understood how hard it would have been for an abused woman to face her abuser when that man was a nasty Marine who killed for a living.


    “Thank you for understanding. Most people don’t.”


    “I’m not most people.”


    Angela snorted. “Clearly.”


    Wade knew she’d looked ahead at all of their futures. “How will that end?”


    Angela’s sadness filled the air. “Charlie will keep being resentful until I’m dead, and then he’ll regret not spending more time with me while I was here. He’ll hate himself for not being more understanding, and then he’ll repeat my mistakes with his own kids. He won’t let them be abused, but he won’t spend time with them when they need it because he’ll be too busy chasing my ghost.”


    “Damn, Boss. Can’t we change that?”


    “I’m trying, but anytime I get near him, the past bites me in the ass. When Marc tries, it’s even worse. Kenn is able to reach Charlie, but he usually has to be cruel to do it. My firstborn is a product of his early environment; his biological parents are powerless.”


    “Adrian might be able to help him. Maybe going on that run will be good…” Wade grinned. “You are slick!”


    Angela chuckled. “I try.”


    “He had to believe going was his idea. How did you manage that?”


    “I arranged for Marc to give him some good advice that I knew he’d go against because of who it came from. He then went to Adrian and got an ego boost for being a vicious fighter. He wants more of that feeling. The next logical thing was for him to start considering how boring it will be here with so many normals dead and the Mitchels gone.”


    Wade lowered his voice as they reached the main corridor. “Do you need to keep covering that?”


    “Probably. Why?”


    “He’s in the ballroom.”


    Angela switched her thoughts to how calm it would be while Adrian was gone. Three full months of peace and quiet!


    Wade swallowed a laugh.


    Angela scanned the mood as they neared the entrance and found it tranquil. The same wasn’t true for other areas. Thin waves of unhappiness had met them on each deck. Hunger was in the air, but it wasn’t from being low on supplies, which they still were even with all the food the crews had just brought home. Residents were upset that the food they’d been given was inedible. It felt like an insult to waste what little they had because Thelma couldn’t put her emotions aside.


    Wade asked his next question. “Are you going to give her a break from mess duty? The food will be awful for weeks if you don’t.”


    Angela’s stomach growled. “No, though I should. I need to eat too.”


    “Because a break will make her feel even worse?”


    Angela lowered her voice to a mutter. “Because a break will give her time to dig for a name, and I don’t want her to know who Dwight cheated with, at least not until the woman is gone. I’m hoping that slut doesn’t return.”


    That narrowed it. Wade went over the known list of women going on Tonya’s run and came up with two possible names. He didn’t ask which one it was because they were at the ballroom now and Angela didn’t want it to get back to Thelma. Magic users were tuning into their conversation. “Have you listened to any more ICP?”


    “Nope. I’m done with insane clowns. I have the Justin Bieber CD.”


    Wade groaned. “How can you go from ICP to Bieber?!”


    “I’m special.”


    “True that.” Wade snickered as he scanned this stop.


    The ballroom held small groups working in different areas on related projects. They were going all out for this engagement party. Angela was trying to give everyone a fun evening, but Wade found it a bit much with all the glitter, balloons, fake flower arches, and even a golden swatch of carpeting down the center.


    “People need to be reminded of good times, of what we’re all fighting for.”


    Wade snorted. You just want them to remember the party, so they’ll remind Conner of his commitment when he starts thinking about acting like his dad.


    Angela didn’t deny it.


    Finished with his scan for danger, Wade held the door open for her. “Bieber, huh?”


    “Yep.”


    “And?”


    Angela grunted. “I’d rather listen to the clowns. They don’t make me want to stab my ears with an ice pick.”


    Wade’s amusement drew attention from everyone in the ballroom, including Charlie and Conner. Both boys came toward them, frowning.


    Charlie got the sense that she liked Wade’s company more than Marc’s. Conner suspected she respected Wade more than Adrian. Both teens were offended on behalf of their fathers.


    Wade knew. He leered. “How are you today, children?”


    Conner flipped him the middle finger, then laughed.


    Charlie glared at his mom, waiting for an explanation.


    Angela scoffed. “I don’t owe you shit. Bitch at Wade if you have to have a target. I’m busy!”


    She moved toward the main decorating group while Charlie gawked in surprise.


    Conner followed her.


    Angela put an arm around Conner to give him the affection he needed and to rub it in to Charlie that she was getting along fine with Adrian’s son.


    Conner leaned against her, using the moment to fill some of that hole in his heart where his mom used to be.


    Angela noticed Conner felt stronger. He had more muscles now from the daily workout he and Candy had been doing. He also had that Mitchel glow and a glaze that said sex was on his mind, but three months was too long to wait.


    Angela refused to think about that future.


    Residents said hello as they noticed her, but they didn’t come over. It was mostly normals working on the decorations, with Conner and Charlie supervising. The normals didn’t mind. Angela assumed Mitchel charm was keeping things calm, because Charlie’s mood wasn’t.


    Charlie faced Wade. “What the hell?!”


    Wade saw through the fake anger and gave the teen what he wanted. “I need to check on the other decks. If you want to yell at me, you’ll have to come along.”


    Charlie’s eyes turned red as he followed Wade. “Fine!”


    Conner snickered as Wade and Charlie left. “He’s more like you than his dad.”


    Angela nodded at the quiet comment. “He just has to be handled like dynamite that might go off at any moment.” She rubbed Conner’s shoulder. “A little like you.”


    Conner hugged her. His fast whisper hurt her. “Please let them come back!”


    Angela pulled away and hardened her heart even though it was already bleeding. “No. Once your dad and the others are gone, it will stay that way. You and your children are going to be the only Mitchels allowed on this island. Ever.”
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    “She’s so cold!”


    Wade strode down the hallway. “But you don’t normally care about that. What’s the problem?”


    Charlie’s eyes faded from angry red to scared blue. “I have a problem, and I can’t talk to anyone else about it.”


    “Not even Adrian?”


    “Especially not Adrian.” Charlie knew some people were intimidated by Wade because he was so big. His arms were huge, and his reflexes were fast. In a fight, he was someone you wanted on your side. What Charlie didn’t see was a reason his mom was giving Wade so much attention and authority. His sharp mind kept working on that, though he doubted the answer would come to him any time soon. He’d wondered about it for a while now. I’m clearly missing something.


    Wade scanned for witnesses and didn’t find any. He still kept his voice down. “This is about Margret.”


    “Yes. And Neil.”


    Wade led them into an empty storage space and locked the door.


    This storage space held long rolling carts full of plastic-wrapped uniforms for the employees who used to work on this ship. There was everything, from servers and cleaners to security and entertainers. Wade assumed Angela would eventually find a use for them, even if it was just breaking them down for bandages.


    Wade lifted his strongest shield around them both. “Let it fly.”


    Charlie brought up the dense, odd barrier he’d copied from Sarah. It blocked out even the sounds from the rest of the ship.


    Wade immediately copied it, though he would need practice to make it cover an entire room like Charlie was doing. “Respect.”


    Charlie grinned. “Thanks.”


    He didn’t show off often. He rarely got comments or compliments that fed his ego when it came to what he could do with magic.


    Wade knew. That’s why he’d given it.


    Wade picked a chair at the dusty table.


    Charlie perched on the end of that table. “Neil wishes he’d screwed Becky. Even after all this time and all the misery that came from getting involved with her, he still thinks about it.”


    Wade had also caught some of Neil’s thoughts on that. He was certain Samantha had as well. “Yes.”


    Charlie had a clean shave, a clean t-shirt and jeans, and a clean head of dark hair, but his mind was full of dirty deliberations that verified why he hadn’t chosen to talk to anyone else. He was getting sex regularly now, but it wasn’t enough. Wade remembered those days from his youth in tolerance. He’d learned that quality was better than quantity, but not before years of tagging any skirt that would lift for him. “Go on.”


    “I don’t want to make his mistakes, but…”


    “But you want the Mitchel girl the same way he did Becky, and you’re afraid to skip that moment even though you know it’s a bad idea.”


    “Yes.” Charlie was glad he’d chosen to talk to Wade about this. “I came to you because sex is your area of expertise.”


    Wade snickered. “I enjoy being the camp Cupid.” He sobered. “Listen, okay?”


    Charlie leaned forward.


    “Take her virginity and enjoy it.”


    Charlie blinked. That wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting.


    Wade didn’t hold anything back. “You’ll show her the good side of sex before some asshole can ruin it for her. The problem is that you only want pleasure, and she wants love. Settle that before the moment happens, not during or after. If she can’t accept it, then you walk away with your honor and blue balls. If she does accept it, you enjoy that sweet spot with your honor intact. Either way, you keep your honor and, in the end, that’s all a man really has when it comes to chasing pussy.”


    Charlie liked it that Wade wasn’t censoring his language. “It will cause problems.”


    Wade did an automatic scan of the halls around them, but he couldn’t hear anything through the shields. “A penis doesn’t care about things like that. It just wants to slide into as many holes as it can before it stops working or dies.”


    “I’m supposed to be smarter than my dick.”


    “You are, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Wade came at it from a different angle. “Have you ever eaten so much food that you felt awful afterward, and then you went right out and did the same thing the next night, even though you knew you would feel awful again?”


    “Of course.” Charlie grimaced. “Not today.”


    Wade laughed. “No, even the gluttons were passing on the soaked oats. But you get my point.”


    “Yes. People often do things they know will hurt them later.”


    “Why?”


    Charlie considered it.


    Wade didn’t rush him. Charlie was like his mother, so much that he was now using her tactics, though on a much smaller scale. He would get this one easily.


    “Regret. We don’t want to regret not doing it.”


    “Exactly. Our minds tell us we’re missing out on something great, and we can’t let it go. Most of the time, we’re happy we did it even if we have to pay for it later.”


    Charlie revealed a secret fear. “What if I find out I have feelings for her, like Neil did with Becky?”


    “And now we come to the real issue.” Wade didn’t lie. “You already care for her, Charlie. Sex is going to increase those feelings. You’re not a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy. On top of that, she’s a Mitchel, and they’re hard to resist. But it is possible to have feelings for someone and not act on them. Your mom is proof of that. So am I. I wanted to be part of Neil and Samantha’s life for a long time, but I never made a single move. Once you decide which woman you want to build a future with, your choice will become easier.”


    “Cheating to make that choice isn’t having honor,” Charlie muttered darkly.


    “No. You need to tell Ellie the truth too and hope she still wants you when you come back. Three months is a long time for a woman to be alone. She’ll stew on it every day. You might be trading a life with her for one night with Margret.”


    “I want them both, damn it!”


    “You’ll never get it, not with those two.” Wade stood up. His voice was full of sympathy. “Everyone hates Mitchels. We’re jealous, or bitter, or suspicious of them. Ellie is all three. In this case, you do have to pick.”


    Charlie opened his mouth.


    Wade smiled. “The Mitchel.”


    Charlie was shocked this time.


    Wade told it like he saw it. “Ellie is a sweet girl. She’ll be a good mom, a good wife. And you’ll be bored out of your mind within a month. You don’t need a good girl, Charlie. You’re like your mom. You need a Mitchel.”
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    “I can’t believe you hit him.”


    Adrian ignored Bret’s scold as he marched into the mess to collect supplies. He went to the counter without glaring at anyone.


    People trying to swallow Thelma’s latest disaster didn’t give him the same courtesy. Word had already spread about Adrian losing his temper. Disapproval smacked him from all parts of the mess, including from the cooks and helpers. Even the normals were unhappy that he was restarting drama so soon after the last wave of chaos.


    Adrian didn’t care. The lack of loyalty he’d gotten from this camp was boiling in his gut, along with fear for Angela.


    The Mitchel family was fully packed now. Their cabin was empty, and their belongings were on Tonya’s ship. They didn’t have many people to say goodbye to, but those they did care about would be visited over the next hour. They were going to spend the night on the Tonya’s ship to help Shawn guard things and make sure no one sabotaged the run. Adrian also didn’t want to spend another night around the camp that had turned on him. I’m going home. The rest of you can rot here!


    “Seriously. Did you think it was okay to do that?” Bret followed his dad while the other Mitchels hung back and tried not to get blamed for Adrian’s actions.


    Adrian decided it didn’t matter if his true feelings were known. I don’t have to hold back anymore. “When you’ve dealt with Brady as much as I have, it’s hard to think it through. The miserable bastard deserves every hit I can deliver.”


    “I feel the same way about you, douche bag.” Marc slapped the small table he was sitting at. “Join me. Your family can do the grunt work. We need to talk.”


    Adrian almost ignored the command. He decided to obey because Marc’s thoughts were full of battle plans that he needed.


    The other Mitchels went to the counter and waited for Thelma to bring over the supplies they were supposed to take to Tonya’s ship. Judging from the grimaces and actual gags of those eating the soup she’d made for lunch, all of them hoped the supplies were nonperishables they could prepare later. No one wanted to eat her cooking right now.


    Adrian sat on the bench across from Marc and got his notebook out. He was still too upset to talk like nothing had happened. He settled for a sneer and slamming his book page back down when it started to shut.


    Witnesses at the tables around them got ready to duck or run if things became physical. Even the cats went to the other side of the mess.


    Marc liked it that Adrian was stressed, but he was also upset about what Angela had planned. He was just controlling himself better this time. “It’s odd to be on this side of it.”


    Adrian longed to add another bruise to the one on Marc’s chin. “Give me your plans and go fuck yourself.”


    Marc laughed aloud, drawing female gazes to their table.


    Adrian’s anger grew. “Why don’t you use that charm and get her into bed instead of letting her challenge Nature again?!”


    Marc opened his notebook and slid it toward Adrian. “I came up with these when I decided to go back and do damage. Make adjustments where needed. I assumed I’d have a group of killers as my team.”


    “I do!” Adrian forced himself to pay attention. Marc’s plans were detailed and brutal. He didn’t want to miss any of it.


    Marc scanned the Mitchels at the counter, skipping over Amanda, and mentally counted the hours until all of them would be gone. Angela had used it to trigger Charlie, but it really would be boring. Marc was looking forward to the peace and quiet.


    “Your wife isn’t!”


    Marc tapped the notebook. “Copy it, ask questions if you have them, load up, and get gone.”


    Adrian ripped Marc’s page out, shoved it into his pocket, then stomped over to the counter.


    Marc snickered again and stored his notebook. He didn’t need the copy. The plan was alive and well in his mind, where it had been created.


    Adrian snatched a large bag from the counter, scowling at Thelma. “Put your personal shit aside and do your job, or the boss will replace you!”


    Thelma was humiliated and furious.


    Adrian pointed at Marc, ignoring the gasps, mutters, and Thelma’s boys, who were all coming toward him with ugly intent. “The cage. One hour!”


    “I’ll be there.” Marc grinned. “Bring someone who can heal you or carry you to the medical bay when we’re done.”


    “I will!” Adrian stormed out of the mess.


    Amanda picked up several bags from the pile. She didn’t shy from Thelma’s glowers or her angry sons. “He’s an asshole, but he’s right. There’s little enough food left. Stop wasting it with your emotional swings, or someone else will get your job.”


    Residents all through the mess agreed.


    Thelma couldn’t take it anymore. “I hate this place! It cost me a son and maybe my husband! My daughter might still die, I lost the son-in-law I wanted, and my other kids are joining the Eagles. I wish we’d never come here!”


    Amanda went toward the exit. “You’re not the only one who feels that way.”


    Thelma grabbed her apron and yanked it off. She tossed it at Trevor, who hadn’t spoken a word all day. “Redo the meal and take over dinner!”


    “Are you coming back?” Quincy wanted to tell her that he’d decided to join the police force instead of the Eagles, so there was less chance he would be shot again, but he didn’t think that would be enough to satisfy her.


    “Not today!” Thelma flipped a rude finger at the camera as she went by. “I’m taking a vacation. Feed yourselves!”


    Cheers went up from her supporters and from those who didn’t want her to cook again until her mood improved.


    Trevor understood how important it was to keep people fed, or their thoughts might progress to rebellion. He went to the freezer and opened it, speaking loudly. “I can do shark steaks, tuna casserole with powdered cheese, or smoked fish over couscous.”


    People began calling out their choice.


    Marc resumed observing the monitor in the corner, like he’d been doing before the Mitchels came in. Most of the people in the mess had been watching the TV, seeing how the loading was going and who all was leaving. Some of the crew going on Tonya’s run was a surprise.


    One screen was flashing through a lot of areas on this ship, including a passage outside a storage room where Wade and Charlie had just appeared. The second screen was showing the fancy decorating job being done on the ballroom. Angela was there, helping them string a banner, but she was inching toward the exit. The third screen was on the ship next to them. Everyone could see Tonya and her team loading up.


    The fourth screen was where Marc was concentrating, though he doubted most residents cared now that the bodies had been removed. The medical bay was almost back to normal. I’m not.


    Working there had left a mark on him that wasn’t fading now that he’d been given a break and a choice of where he wanted to do his shifts. Angela had given him options of joining the Eagles to start over and re-earn their respect, being a den mother to keep teaching him compassion, as well as to protect their kids, or staying in the same job.


    He still didn’t care about the Eagles and their bullshit. He did want their kids to be safe. But I miss working in the medical bay.


    “Why can’t you do two of them?”


    Marc shrugged as Neil came over to his table. “No reason, I guess. It just seems like she wants me to pick one and stick to it.”


    “Might be better to plan to do them all for a month or so, to get the experience.” Neil sat down.


    Neil was thin, bruised, scratched, and unsteady even after taking some of Adrian’s healing energy. It didn’t fit with his Eagle reputation. The last run had been rough on Neil. Marc hoped this next run would be easier, but the odds on it were slim.


    Neil glanced around, comparing who was here to who wasn’t. He didn’t join the shouting camp members who were now helping Trevor pick side items for the Italian dressing-marinated shark steaks. “I need a favor.”


    Marc also missed his friendship with Neil, though he refused to say that. His tone was kinder than he had intended. “Spill it, and we’ll go from there.”


    “Wade needs a friend while I’m gone, and I don’t want it to be just your wife.”


    “Angela has no interest in Wade.” But Marc’s tone wasn’t as confident as he would have liked.


    “She’s not a good influence on him, Marc. By the time we get home, he’ll believe he can be a real leader, command respect, pull others through hard times. I just can’t have that.”


    Marc realized Neil was joking. “Funny. What do you really want?”


    “I want you to pick the den mothers, at least part-time.”


    Marc added it up quickly. “Amy and your boys.”


    “Yes. Wade still has to work, and he’ll need breaks. I’d feel better if I knew you were there to protect my babies.”


    Marc was honored. “I can do both, like you said. I’ll try to make sure I’m around them whenever Wade can’t be.”


    “Thank you.” Neil held out a hand.


    Marc reached out to shake.


    Neil jerked his hand back, snickering. “So easy.”


    Marc laughed. “That’s me.”


    Neil lingered.


    Marc lifted a brow. “Do you need a private moment?”


    “No. Just curious.”


    “About?”


    “How calm you’re being. She might die. Why aren’t you flying off the handle like you always do?”


    Marc stared at the monitor again, refusing to think about the panic that was growing in his heart. “Go away now.”


    “You got it.” Neil left the mess while hoping someone was able to save Angela from her reckless nature. We still need you, Boss. You may not be sure of that, but I am.


    “Boo!”


    Neil jumped, reaching for his gun.


    Angela burst out laughing and went around him to enter the mess. She’d snuck away from the ballroom, practicing her Eagle skills.


    Neil grimaced at his pounding heart and fought the urge to shout at her for the jump scare. He liked it that she was in a good mood. “But that was uncalled for.”


    Angela went to Marc and sank down next to him. She kissed his big arm and joined him in watching the monitor while they waited for a good meal. She didn’t talk to him, however. She knew he was holding on by a thread, though the others didn’t. He’d gotten better at controlling and covering his emotions.


    Marc kissed the top of her head and enjoyed her being so close. It was a good moment.


    He didn’t ruin it by speaking.
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    “No gawkers allowed inside. Watch through the windows.” Charlie pointed toward the hall, where a dozen other rubberneckers were already standing.


    The three disappointed camp men obeyed with frowns; they didn’t mouth off to the boss’s son. They lingered around the windows and waited for the action to start.


    Charlie couldn’t help hating them. They wouldn’t sign up so they would be allowed to come inside with the other Eagles who were finishing shifts and hurrying here from all over the ship. The gathering gawkers were camp members who only did a shift when Angela insisted. Joining her army never crossed their minds. Their type usually avoided this training deck all together, but Charlie could hear more of them coming up the steps, loud, unaware takers who had no interest in being defenders. He was disgusted. “They just want to see your blood. They don’t care who’s spilling it.”


    Adrian hung his jacket on a peg by the fighting cage. “Isn’t that why you agreed to be my healer for this?”


    It really wasn’t, but Charlie nodded. “That’s how I know why they’re coming!”


    Adrian did a fast scan and didn’t see Marc. This little gym held a few boxes and a large crate of equipment. Team lessons didn’t happen in here, but fighting did. The cage stood in the center as a testament to the Eagles and everything they’d gone through. It was large, stained, bent, and ready for more abuse. The welds and screws were checked regularly to prevent injuries when angry bodies slammed into them, when fists hit them as Eagles ducked a punch. The cage was shiny and a little rusty, intimidating to those who hadn’t earned scars inside it yet. The gym seemed smaller and duller in comparison.


    Charlie was eager to have another turn in there when the lessons resumed. He wanted a workout before he left.


    “You should stay and be with your son!”


    Charlie didn’t answer Stanley’s scold. Stanley was emotional because Isabel wanted to go with Tonya. I know I should stay. I just can’t.


    Stanley straightened his Eagle jacket and went toward the cage, but he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do when things got mean. This wasn’t going to be easy duty. Neither man would listen to him when he said it was time to stop.


    Stanley was in charge of the cage matches today, though it was supposed to be training sessions for rookies, not murder by Marc. “Having Charlie here might make him harder on you.”


    “That’s why I did it.” Adrian emptied his pockets into his jacket, then removed his gun belt and hung it up. “Charlie will learn something new about his dad, besides the brawn he relies on.”


    “He already knows Marc’s a badass and a violence-lover.” Stanley grinned at Charlie to take the sting out of the words.


    Charlie went to the one row of benches that had been put out for trainees. “He’s also arrogant, a snob, a loner, an introvert, a killer, and a cheater. We’ve met.”


    “You should write Father’s Day cards.” Marc entered the gym. He smiled at Charlie to show he hadn’t taken offense. The boy was using the truth as a defense against his father’s reputation, to make sure people understood they weren’t the same. Marc was employing the same tactics, for the same reason, whenever Reicher’s name was brought up.


    Charlie began gathering energy.


    Marc hung up his jacket and twin Colts. “You won’t need it yet. We’re not starting in the cage.”


    In his mind, Adrian gloated. Asking Charlie to do this had been a brilliant idea. With his mouth, he mocked. “Having second thoughts?”


    Marc ignored the snotty tone. “You’ll need to use your brains against the UN forces too and that’s where you’re lacking. I can teach any asshole how to fight. Intelligence is a learned skill that grows over time.”


    The gawkers came closer to the windows, eager for the show to start.


    Much like Marc, Adrian was in a dark t-shirt, blue jeans, and had longer hair that kept falling over one side of his face. They were both muscled, handsome, powerful. The difference for the witnesses was integrity. They didn’t think Marc had any. For Stanley and Charlie, the difference was in skills. Adrian could lead, and he was a leader. Marc could also do both, but he didn’t want to make the required sacrifices for either.


    Just like he wouldn’t do as a parent. Charlie knew Marc caught that by his wince, but he didn’t take it back. Adrian was willing to give up everything to make sure a camp of strangers survived. Marc had given up the woman he loved for a career where he got to kill strangers. They really weren’t the same.


    Marc gestured to the picnic table in the corner that was always there for quiet teaching moments.


    Adrian joined him, while thinking about Marc’s first cage match in Safe Haven. He was still curious why Marc had chosen to disable his opponents in that order. And then there was the way Marc didn’t feel pain. Adrian had mastered kai, and he’d been able to withstand a lot of hits before his heart attack, but Marc genuinely didn’t seem to feel it. The only time he had faltered had been against Rico, and even that had been limited.


    “I learned it in the Marines. I’m not surprised you didn’t.”


    Adrian scowled at Marc’s remark. “I paid attention to every lesson. That wasn’t among them!”


    “It wasn’t an official lesson. It was extra training given to team members by those who loved them.”


    Adrian grew sullen. None of his team members had wanted anything for him but death. “When did that extra training take place?”


    “At parties, after events, when we were supposed to be sleeping or cleaning toilets. We found time and the COs pretended not to see it because they wanted us to be tougher in ways that they weren’t allowed to do themselves.”


    “I didn’t know the Marines had rules for training back then.” Charlie found this topic interesting. Adrian was right. He was going to learn something new.


    “There have always been rules. Most COs just didn’t follow them, and there weren’t enough agencies or investigators to keep them in check.” Marc cracked his knuckles and enjoyed Adrian’s tiny flinch. I saw that.


    Adrian’s face reddened. “Keep going.”


    “Trading hits was a sure way to get a Grunt up to speed on handling pain. When we first came to your camp, you were doing that with the Eagles. I assumed that’s where you’d learned it.”


    “I chose to train that way so the camp defenders would be untouchable in hand-to-hand combat.” Adrian admitted something he didn’t want people to know. “Then I met you, and I understood I was missing something. I’m not that hard, and neither are any of the men I’ve trained.”


    Marc frowned. “That’s really why you put me in the cage with four opponents. You were trying to get an answer.”


    “I rarely do anything for a single reason.”


    Marc ignored the evasion and delivered a complaint. “She gets that from you.”


    Adrian wasn’t happy about that anymore. “She takes it to an extreme that I never would have.”


    Marc grunted. “I’m aware.”


    Adrian redirected the conversation back to where he needed it. “What about the picking order?”


    “Does it really matter to you?”


    Adrian sighed and lied. “No. Just not ready to get in the cage yet.”


    Marc leered. “Smart.” He decided to give Adrian a few more minutes. The man was a little green. “I picked them in the order that would keep me alive, like I always did in the Marines.”


    Marc flashed to that moment, almost forgetting where he was. “Four at once was too many for me back then, but I didn’t want you to know that. I went into survival mode as soon as you chose Kenn.”


    “That’s why you took him out first? He was the best fighter among the four?”


    “No. He wasn’t the best then, and he isn’t the best now.” Marc explained while his mind replayed the fight. His life had changed after that, so much that it had become a turning point moment he would never forget. “I judge any fight by who the known best is, by who could overwhelm me, by who might know more, but I also account for their current mood or intent. Kenn still wanted me dead because I was going to get Angie, and there was nothing that he could do about it.”


    Marc came back to the moment. “I also knew Kenn’s pattern. On missions, he liked to wait until his target was exhausted from beating other team members, then he’d go in full strength and mop up. He had to go down first, and it had to be hard enough to make sure he didn’t get back up right as I was getting tired.”


    “It was the fastest multi-opponent fight I’d ever witnessed without a weapon.” Adrian was still impressed by it.


    “I almost lost.” Marc didn’t like to admit that. He looked over at Charlie, the real reason he was giving an oral lesson and not just a physical one. He didn’t want his firstborn to think violence was all that he was capable of. “I didn’t know Greg was a threat. I knew Neil and Seth were, but Greg’s name was just a random pick for the level test. He wasn’t supposed to be that good.”


    Charlie understood the lesson. “Be careful of the one you don’t know enough about, because they might be worse than the ones you do know.”


    “Exactly. Greg caught me off guard with a temple shot, and I went down with three of them beating on me. If I hadn’t been able to take a lot of pain, even letting my anger have control might not have been enough to get me out of that one. Greg knew he needed to disable me. His first shot aimed for that, and it almost succeeded.”


    “Then you delivered three hits and took them all out.” Charlie sighed in longing. “Kenn never got back up from the opening.”


    “He should have known that was coming.” Marc shrugged. “He taught me to do it during one of our midnight sessions.”


    Charlie chuckled. “Awesome.”


    Adrian kept delaying. “You used your anger to finish the win, not skill?”


    “It was both, as in knowing where to hit and who to hit in what order, but yes. I have a nasty temper that always has to be kept in check.”


    Adrian pushed now, hard. “Is that because of your awful mother or your evil father?”


    Tense silence fell.


    Then Marc stood up and headed for the cage.


    Charlie stared at Adrian. “Are you stupid?”


    Adrian followed Marc. “I must be, or I wouldn’t have asked for this.”


    Marc entered the stained cage and went to the rear of it, letting Adrian have the side near the exit in case he decided to run. Some rookies did and then left the Eagles in shame. Marc knew Adrian wouldn’t, but it was still there as an option. If he humiliated Adrian right before he left, people would remember that the most about him.


    Adrian didn’t care about Marc’s pettiness. “Trading hit for hit is how you learned to tolerate the pain.”


    Marc shook his head. “We started hard and went until the person couldn’t take anymore. Then we gave a few more hits to push them into that fear response so their rage would take over. The fear response allows a person to take pain and barely notice it because they’re so angry. Then we let them get in some hits for the release.”


    “But you’re not going to handle me that way, are you?”


    Marc sneered. “Nope. That came from a loving team who wanted their members to get stronger, who wanted them to be a reliable support structure in any battle. I want you dead, like all of your old teammates.”


    Adrian scowled deeply. “So we’re just brawling? That’s not what I asked for. I can get that from you any time!”


    “Yes, you can.” Marc relented, but only because he wanted Adrian to do awesome and terrible damage to the UN. “You’ll attack, and I’ll defend.”


    “Wouldn’t it be better if you attacked and I defended?”


    “For me, yes. I love seeing your blood. For your run, no. You need to understand how to make these choices, and you can’t do that if I’m ringing your bell.”


    “And speaking of ringing bells…” Stanley wanted this over with so he could complete this shift and spend a few hours with Isabel before she left. She and a few others were spending the night on Tonya’s ship to protect it and to keep sorting the gear. Stanley didn’t want her to go at all. He was hoping she would change her mind after he talked to her about it again.


    “Not yet.” Marc glared toward the windows, where two dozen faces were pressed against the glass for a clear view. “Get in here if you’re level three or above. Adrian needs help.”


    Half a dozen warm bodies came toward the gym with paling faces and increasing heart rates. They’d chosen to stay out there with the gawkers to avoid becoming part of the action.


    Adrian was confused. “Why so many?”


    “You don’t pull any fear response from me now. Multiple opponents might get me close enough for you to understand the flip.”


    Adrian watched the reluctant men and women hang up their guns and jackets. “Can we be teamed? I don’t want to miss anything.”


    Marc linked them without protesting. This run was important.


    It’s also important to me, just for different reasons. Adrian continued to direct things. “Maybe your son should come in too.”


    Charlie stood up.


    Marc’s eyes turned red.


    Adrian sneered. “I don’t need to hit you to scare you. I’m smarter than you in every way.”


    Marc didn’t deny that. He also didn’t deny Charlie the action moment, even though he might get hurt. If he was refused now, it would just happen later, during the run when his father wasn’t there to protect him. Marc adjusted his plan while blaming Adrian for all of it.


    “You and that wife of yours did this to him. I’m trying to fix the problem.”


    “You’re such a liar!”


    “And yet, he trusts me more than either of you.” Adrian waved at the Eagles who were gathering around the cage. “Get in here and do your best. We will lose. Just accept that now, brace for the hits, and try to remember you made it to level three without having a moment like this. You were due for it.”


    The four men and two women entered the cage, but stayed behind Adrian.


    Charlie pushed by them and took the place next to his dad. “What should I do?”


    Marc tensed as Angela entered the training room with a snarl on her face.


    But she didn’t make them stop. Marc was right about it happening later anyway, when they weren’t around. Angela had caught all of it on the way here. It was proof of what she’d told Wade. Charlie’s rebellious attitude had been building for a while. She’d given him a big job in the riot, and he’d come through it with new skills and a chip on his shoulder that life would have to remove. He wasn’t going to listen to her or Marc again until he understood people sometimes made bad choices, and they were forced to spend their lives paying for them. She didn’t want him to go through that, but it was too late to change things now.


    Adrian didn’t like her pain. I’ll help him if I can.


    I know. Angela pointed at the sexy blond man. “Tell him to stay here!”


    “No.” Adrian shrugged coldly at the fresh wave of anger from her. “I’m out now. What do I care about your wrath? Go sit on the bench like a good little wife and shut up!”


    Angela’s fury rolled through the room, raising the temperature, but there was nothing she could do about his disrespect. He was right. He was gone after tonight and not returning. She took solace in that as she went behind the cage, where she would have a clear view.


    “You’ll pay for that.”


    Adrian didn’t care about Charlie’s warning. He was teamed with Marc. He knew he’d crossed a line, but it didn’t matter. There was no reason for him to hold back anymore, and he wasn’t going to. “Do what your dad says for this, or you’ll get hurt. That’s what he’s hoping for now, so you have to stay here. So is your mom.”


    Marc’s fists clenched. “No, I’m not!”


    “Not true!” Angela was furious that Adrian was doing this.


    Charlie stared at Marc, trying to figure out who was telling the truth.


    Marc sneered “If you’re fooled that easily, boy, maybe you should stay here.”


    “I’m going!”


    “Then get to it.”


    Charlie stepped forward to teach Adrian a lesson about respecting his mother.


    Because they were teamed, Adrian knew Marc had fed Charlie advice on his punches, using the goad as a cover. He brought up a shield and held it over his team, but not himself.


    “Always the protector of the camp.” Marc’s bitterness changed into mocking. “She set you up, again, and like usual, you fell for it. You might be smarter than me, but compared to her, you’re a drooling caveman.”


    Adrian stayed still as Charlie punched him and then did it again.


    Witnesses groaned and then rolled their eyes, unimpressed with the punishment. They wanted Charlie to use magic.


    Charlie knew, but that wasn’t what the cage was for, and their opinions didn’t matter to him anyway.


    Charlie swung again to let his anger out on Adrian, but this wasn’t the target he really wanted. He delivered a few more hits, then stopped, aware of people frowning at him from under the shield Adrian was still holding. They didn’t like it that their former leader wasn’t fighting back.


    Marc advanced. “Never send a boy to do a man’s job.”


    Charlie felt that blow.


    So did those who were observing. They switched their displeasure to Marc.


    Adrian braced. “Remember the old days when you beat on me, and I had to take it?”


    Marc nodded, arm flexing, rising. “I’ve missed it too.”


    Marc’s first hit took Adrian to his knees.


    Cheers echoed from outside. This was what the gawkers had come for.


    The second hit knocked Adrian to the floor of the cage, but the shield remained steady.


    Marc noticed. “You’ve been practicing.”


    Adrian slowly rose, swallowing his own blood. He didn’t waste his breath on a reply. He braced for the next punch.


    Charlie watched in awe and a bit of resentment. He didn’t want his dad to beat on Adrian, even though he was a rival and dangerous. Charlie had a different target, and it was getting harder and harder to avoid challenging him.


    Angela caught that. Some of her fear and anger eased at Charlie leaving. It sounded like he needed to get away for a while to regain control over his emotions. She didn’t have that issue anymore. Unless a moment rose with her kids, she was cold as ice now. Charlie had a long way to go, and a lot to go through, before he reached that point.


    Adrian hit the mat again. Blood flew from his mouth and speckled the cage floor.


    Marc ignored everyone but himself, examining his boredom and slight distaste. Am I really not enjoying this?


    Yes. He’s leaving. That’s all we want because he’s going to carry out the plan that we can’t. Beating on him isn’t fun this time.


    Marc retreated, admitting that his demon was right.


    Adrian rose, bracing for it to restart. He hadn’t believed for a minute that Marc was going to teach him anything. He’d assumed he would have to steal it from the man’s mind.


    Marc didn’t like how it felt to be viewed as a liar. He sent a blast of magic into Adrian to heal some of his injuries.


    They were teamed. It healed him completely.


    Charlie scowled. “Hey! What am I here for?!”


    “I have some suspicions.” Marc assumed Adrian was being sneaky. “It’s not for your minor healing skills.”


    Charlie didn’t care that Marc thought minor healing was all he could do. He wasn’t on good terms with his dad right now. Shocker there.


    Marc caught Charlie’s thought and held back a nasty comment. It wouldn’t help them if he delivered a truth bomb to the boy who looked like a rebel in his black clothes and black hoodie. Charlie even had the hood pulled up, as if to hide who he was. Playing dress up is fun, but the truth hurts.


    “Your truth isn’t mine.”


    Marc sighed at Charlie’s hostile tone. “Clearly.”


    Adrian was thrilled by the exchange. The more distracted Marc got, the better.


    “I can kick your ass with my mind pulled in eight different directions!”


    Adrian didn’t argue.


    Charlie stared at both of them. Adrian had gotten him to agree to this by suggesting that a demonstration of his healing skills would convince Tonya that he was needed on her run, but he no longer believed it. “I want an answer!”


    Marc huffed. “You’re here for Adrian to use against me. His lies made me ease up on him, so he didn’t have to take as much pain.”


    Adrian snickered. “Finally figured that out, huh?”


    Charlie scowled. “You are the liar!”


    Adrian grinned, feeling better as Marc’s powerful magic stopped the ringing in his head. “Yep. But my statement still stands. You trust me more than your parents. The fact that you had to question it is proof.”


    Charlie stomped from the cage. “Dildo.”


    Even the Eagles he was still protecting with his shield glared at Adrian.


    Marc laughed. “Now it’s like old times, where you reveal what an ass you really are and people have to face that fact.”


    “I never dropped the shield, though. I protected them through your hits, and that’s what they’ll remember, not your attempt to humiliate me instead of teaching me what was promised.”


    “I didn’t make that promise!”


    “Doesn’t matter. You agreed to honor it and then didn’t. You only have ethics when it suits you.”


    “You don’t have ethics at all!”


    Adrian shrugged coldly. “They don’t expect that from me, but they do from you.”


    “I hate you, traitor!”


    “Right back at ya, boy scout!”


    The witnesses tensed for the fighting to resume.


    Marc’s lips cracked into a smile. “I’ll miss you, but only a little.”


    Adrian laughed. “Same, Brady. Same.”


    The two men went to the rear of the cage and began doing the Eagle sets, trading punch for punch. Both of them were smiling.


    Charlie joined his mom. “I don’t get it.”


    Angela explained as if he was any other Eagle. “They’re bonded. They use each other for releases, for teaching moments, for training, and for targets. They aren’t friends, but they do care about each other.”


    Charlie scanned the vicious sparring with a frown. “Dad wants him dead.”


    “Yes. Adrian feels the same.”


    “Because of you.” Charlie believed Marc and Adrian would have been friends and led Safe Haven together if not for Adrian’s obsession and Marc’s jealousy.


    Angela decided it was time Charlie knew the truth. “Because there was a brief moment when I almost swapped them out. Your dad gave me up for the Marines, and I went through a long time in hell without seeing a way out. He tried to control me when we came to this camp. He accused me of awful things and tried to replace me with someone more manageable. He cheated on me and then had to be convinced to come back after his lab run. It was too much drama, too much betrayal.” She smiled as Adrian stopped swinging and rotated toward her in desperate longing. “Adrian gave me everything he had, including unconditional support in every choice I made. I almost returned the favor and claimed him.”


    Adrian’s face lit up. “I knew it!”


    So did Marc, but this was Angela’s truth bomb to drop. He remained still and silent, letting her finish the moment she’d set up.


    Charlie unwittingly played into it with his questioning. “I assume Adrian did something stupid after that and flipped you back.”


    “No.”


    Adrian was caught in her web. I have to know! “Why, Angie? Why?!”


    Angela motioned toward Marc. “He used that brilliant mind to give me something you can’t ever match. He saved my grandbaby.”


    Adrian scoffed. “He only did it to get rid of Ivan!”


    “That was a double benefit. He would have done it anyway.”


    “You can’t know that!”


    “I do, though. Marc wants me to be happy. He knew I’d be crushed if that innocent child died. He risked his freedom and his life here with me to protect the next generation of my family. No matter what you do, you’ll never be able to match it.”


    That blow hurt Adrian more than any Marc had delivered.


    Angela went to the exit, leaving silence behind her. She growled at the gawkers in the hallway, scattering them.


    The men in the little gym resumed the training lesson without thoughts of violence or hatred now.


    Marc was proud of himself.


    Charlie was proud of his dad.


    Adrian was trying to find a way to match Marc’s good deed.


     


    Wade fell in with Angela as she reached the stairs. He was still her guard for the day. They went up to the next deck without speaking.


    Ellie came out of the employee passage near the ballroom and hugged Angela. “Thank you. Thank you so much for doing that!”


    Angela allowed it, though she still didn’t like to be touched without permission. “There’s no guarantee it will work.”


    “I know.” Ellie kissed Angela’s warm cheek and retreated. “It was good, though. Adrian will try harder to keep him alive now, because he wants to match what Marc did.”


    Wade frowned. “How does the normal know what just happened?”


    “I teamed us to let her observe.” Angela sent out a wave of warmth. “It’s only fair that she was able to listen to me set it up.”


    Wade knew he was missing something. “Because she’s his girlfriend and she’ll be caring for his baby while he’s out chasing ghosts?”


    “Yes, to both, but mostly because it was her idea. My future daughter-in-law is already doing me proud.” Angela gently broke the mental link and gave Wade a grateful smile. “Putting her and Charlie together was another unmatchable deed. I love you for it. You’ve earned a favor from me, and I’ll honor it, no matter what you ask for.”
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    “I’m proud of you guys. This is hard work.” Ray smiled at the group of kids. “Take a break and have some water, then we’ll do it again while our enforcer pushes back a little harder.”


    The kids didn’t argue about the break. Controlling time, without the snap back, was wearing them out.


    The kids and Ray were gathered along one side of the pool, facing the enforcers, while everyone else was across the water from them. Having three dozen warm bodies in here should have made them sweaty, but this was mostly mental work, and the temperature outside was dropping. Winter on Pitcairn was closer now. Everyone was in shirts and jeans instead of their Eagle jackets. That would have made them sweaty, but the lack of Eagle gear made it more like a gathering of coworkers than a fighting force that would be facing more than 10,000 enemies when they went home.


    The kids had done three sessions so far, two of which had rocked the ship and knocked things off shelves. The third attempt had gone better, thanks to Ray’s instructions, but the enforcers were still going to hold shields over the area now to mitigate the effects. They were using the dense barriers they’d copied from Sarah. People who hadn’t seen the new shields yet were trying to copy them. It was supposed to be a time control lesson, but more than just time was being studied.


    Mission men and team members from Neil’s run to Heaven’s Road were scattered throughout the room. They weren’t really needed for this. Ray had it covered, but it was a bonding moment the boss wanted them to have before another large group of fighters left camp. Some of those people would be gone forever.


    Neil wondered how many of the banishments were connected to the final battle. He doubted Daisey’s was, but the others might all be. He stayed in the rear by an open window and studied the island while his byzan mind made connections and continued to recover.


    The smell of chlorine was offset by the breeze coming through the small windows that also allowed a view of the busy workers loading the ship next to them. Birds flew over the island in the background, creating a scene worthy of painting. But no one in Safe Haven had that skill or a desire to learn it.


    The other men were talking through the hive, about Marc and Adrian fighting and about Charlie leaving. Some of them were stressing over Angela’s choice to battle Nature alone. In less than two hours, all of their lives might once again be forever changed.


    Ray was curious about what they were discussing. Their private hive was lighting up on his mental grid, but he didn’t try to reconnect. If they wanted him to know, they would tell him later. If not, then it was information, or gossip, that he didn’t need access to. Accepting things was getting easier for Ray now. He was grateful he had a second chance to get his life together. “Drink that water, kids. You’ll recover your energy sooner.”


    Standing nearby, Selina hugged Missy. “You did great.”


    Missy returned the affection tiredly.


    Missy had been quieter than usual since she woke. That worried Selina. “Maybe we should let you rest now.”


    Missy quickly refused. “I want to stay and help!”


    “Okay.” Selina ran a gentle hand over Missy’s head, brushing hair off of her face. They’d spent the day with the church members after attending the service. Max and Frank had promised to help Missy adjust. Selina hoped it worked. She didn’t want Missy to be sad. That was one of the reasons they’d come to this lesson. Selina had bargained with the CMO for it. Missy had to go right back to the medical bay and rest after this.


    “I’ll give you a piggyback when you’re done here.” Selina didn’t have heavy gear on. It would be fun to run through the halls with the child squealing in her ear.


    Missy grinned. “Deal!”


    Selina enjoyed making the girl happy, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that Missy was hiding something from her.


    “You did good too.” Missy pointed toward Ray. “He needed your energy.”


    Selina blushed.


    Ray chuckled.


    Missy giggled. She liked the idea of having a little brother or sister, and Ray was kind. We’ll be an alternated family. But it won’t replace my Shawn.


    Cody glanced over.


    Missy glared at him.


    Cody didn’t tell on her. If you love someone…


    Gus was keeping track of thoughts automatically now. He nodded in agreement. That’s what he was trying to do with Bernice. I also believe in this run. Marc was right. We need to do so much damage that our enemies shiver in fear when we go home for that final battle.


    “Agreed.” Cody didn’t say who he was agreeing with.


    Cody was once again neat and in pristine condition, but his mind wasn’t calm. That boy has secrets. Gus sighed. And he isn’t the only one.


    Gus tried not to be bothered by the way people’s gazes kept returning to the ugly burn scar on his leg. If it had been someone else, he would have been gawking at it too. It was ugly and the blue shorts he’d chosen made it more obvious. Gus was just glad that it wasn’t hurting as much anymore. Jennifer’s healing sessions were doing wonders.


    Movement by the entrance drew attention.


    Bernice appeared. Her eyes were wide, haunted. She was pale, and wearing clothes that covered her from shoes to neck in an attempt to get her stalker to leave her alone.


    Everyone in the room, even the kids, looked at Gus.


    Bernice saw him and flushed. She quickly left.


    In the silence that followed, they all heard Parker’s quick steps following her.


    “When are we going to do something about that?” Amanda had expected Angela to handle it right away.


    “A better question is when is Gus going to handle it?” Ray still didn’t like violence, but Parker needed a beating.


    Gus still hated to be the center of attention. He frowned. “She has to ask for my help, or the boss has to give me orders.”


    “The other men would have already done it without orders.”


    Gus didn’t respond to Ray’s comment or the disapproval in his tone. Angela had made it clear that he had to control himself or he would be removed. But I’m almost at my limit on that. It’s another reason I need to leave.


    Cate walked by Gus with her chin down. It drew his attention. “She’s upset.”


    Cody turned toward his sister. “Are you okay?”


    “Yep.” Cate yawned.


    Most people saw she was tired and assumed that’s why she was being so quiet.


    Cody knew that wasn’t the case. For his sister, he did speak up. “You can talk to someone about it.”


    Cate had already been considering that. “Who?” She hadn’t decided who could help her.


    “I’d try mom. She knows everything, or she can tell you who does.”


    Cate made a face. “It’s private.”


    Cody pointed. “Then go talk to Kenn. He’s been keeping secrets all his life.”


    Cate went that way while every adult in the room frowned at the Marine.


    Kenn hadn’t been following that conversation. He was still trying to find a way to get what he wanted the most. He looked around in distracted confusion. “What?”


    Cate stopped in front of him. “I don’t feel good.”


    Kenn knelt in front of the little girl.


    Some of the other adults began worrying that she was ill.


    Cate wrapped her arms around Kenn’s neck. “Make me feel good again.”


    Cate’s dark curls tickled Kenn’s arm as he lifted her and took her over by Neil, to the window. “The last fight changed stuff in your mind.”


    Cate shivered against his warm skin. “I feel bad for them! We killed them all.”


    People now attributed it to a mental issue. They doubted Kenn would be able to help her. They were surprised that the little girl had agreed to talk to him. Most people didn’t know how close they’d become.


    Kenn understood her month in the medical bay was responsible for the new mental cloud. It had done the same thing to her father, but as usual, Marc hadn’t seen her problem. When he went through mental moments, he always assumed he was the only one feeling that way. Marc never considered how it affected others, even his kids. “Bradys don’t usually have compassion for anyone. It’s hard for you to accept emotions. You were taught to be cold and calculating. Feeling things that you can’t control scares you.”


    Enforcers listened to him, impressed. They started memorizing his words to use later.


    Cate fought the tears. “It hurts me.”


    “Because it’s a weakness to care for others, to feel guilt.”


    “Yes! The lab hurt me with it! They used it against me!”


    Kenn grunted. “Yeah, assholes will do that.”


    Cate almost smiled. “Giant holes.”


    Kenn nodded. “Holes so big they could swallow this ship.”


    Cate cackled.


    Kenn rubbed her little arm. “It’s okay to feel bad for people, even those you hate. Having emotions is only a weakness if you let them make the choices for you.”


    “Didn’t matter in the lab.”


    “We’re not in the lab anymore, Cate.”


    Kenn’s firm words were a reminder that they’d both gone through it and that everyone in here was now free of that torment.


    Relief went through the mission men. The mood improved noticeably.


    “He helped them all.” Ed was shocked.


    Amanda was impressed and bitter. “Both of her men are special.”


    “Kenn isn’t her man anymore!” Cody scowled at Amanda. “My dad’s right. You need to leave!”


    The abrupt switch from the boy who’d wanted them all to stay just 12 hours ago was enough to get Amanda to stop talking and resume thinking about the coming run instead of how much she wanted to be with Marc.


    Jennifer laughed. “Bradys have figured out how to handle Mitchels.”


    Amanda realized the boy had tricked her. She rotated toward the exit. “I’ll be around.”


    Cody snickered as Amanda left. “She was thinking about saying goodbye to him. Now, she’ll leave my dad alone.”


    Jennifer gave him a nod of approval. “You take after your mom.”


    Cody’s face darkened for a brief moment, and then he brightened. “Angie loves me. She’ll never sell me or abandon me. We’ll always be together.”


    He went over to Ray. “Ready for another set?”


    “In a few minutes.” Ray lifted a brow at Selina. “Have you thought about my offer?”


    Selina quickly shook her head. “Not yet.”


    Ray wasn’t disappointed. “It’s a big choice. I understand.”


    “It is, and I probably won’t make it until you get back. But there is something you can help me with.”


    “Sure. What?”


    “I want to learn how to swim.”


    Ray eyed the pool. It was only half full and the lockers in here had swim suits and towels. “After this lesson?”


    “Sounds good. Thanks.”


    Ray didn’t want her to feel self-conscious. “We’ll make it a group deal. Anyone who wants to learn to swim can join us.”


    Several people spoke up as light chatter went through the group.


    Kenn kept talking with Cate in low, comforting tones that continued to clear her confusion.


    Selina went over to Neil.


    Neil pulled his attention from the view of the island. “Question about our run?”


    “What is a normal nature hunter?” Selina grinned. “Am I able to talk to the grass or something?”


    That was one of the things Neil had worked on during their first hour back. “You’ll be able to sense when Nature is near. You’re a hunter who doesn’t need magic. It’s better than the rest of us because that gift can’t be locked. It’s natural.”


    People turned toward them while trying to figure out Selina’s new place in camp and in their fighting ranks.


    Selina ignored them. “How do I use it?”


    Neil shrugged. “I figured out the definition from context I picked out of their minds. I’ve never met one or seen it done. The Mitchels might know. I’d ask one of them.”


    “I will.”


    “And then update me? I’m curious too.”


    “You got it.” Selina didn’t mind. She liked Neil.


    “I’ve also figured out what line you’re from…”


    Selina scowled. “So did I, but I’m disappointed that the Creator cheated with a normal. I don’t want to talk about that until I get over it.”


    “Fair enough.” Neil turned back toward the window, preening in the gentle rays of sunlight that made his thin face glow.


    Greg tapped on the door and came into the pool room. “Sorry I’m late.” He’d fed Erin some of his stashed snacks and then they’d gotten distracted reading a baby book. “Did I miss anything?”


    Jennifer grinned. “Just some tears, common fears, a little arrears, shifting gears, and a few leers.”


    People laughed while Greg tried to figure out what she meant.


    Kenn signaled Greg over while putting Cate onto her feet. “Go help with the next time push. Work off some more of that frustration.”


    Cate hugged his leg and then ran over to rejoin her brother. “I’m better now. My friend helped me.”


    Greg smiled at Kenn. “You’re good with her. Which is surprising, considering whose kid it is.”


    Kenn frowned slightly in warning. “Cate and I have an understanding.”


    Greg watched as the time push participants got set. He brought up a thick shield over himself and Kenn when the Marine didn’t, just in case things got out of control.


    The mission men braced mentally again as the push began. It was a reminder of their time in Reicher’s lab to be here. They knew that was really why they’d been told to attend. Angela wanted to know if they were still making progress.


    “Go!”


    Time slowed. Sound distorted. Beams of sun illuminated dust motes floating through the air.


    Ray fought through it like he’d learned to do during Neil’s run, while also encouraging the kids to push evenly to keep from disturbing the ship.


    Ed carefully pushed back, making the kids strain to keep the time slow in place.


    The mission men observed without negative reactions. They were adjusting.


    Neil stored all of it for his report, including the fact that the kids were stronger than the enforcers. If they rebelled, the mission men would have to get them in line. That’s really why they’re here. The boss gave everyone a lot of possible reasons for that. She loves to hide the truth in plain sight.


    “Now slowly it let go…” Ray demonstrated mentally.


    The kids did it perfectly this time. There was no recoil.


    “Great job!”


    Greg lowered his shield, surprised that Kenn hadn’t tried to cover himself.


    Kenn wasn’t feeling threatened by this lesson, mostly because Jennifer was here, but he also had other things on his mind. He could see part of the island through the window, along with the front of Tonya’s ship. He gestured to Greg in Eagle code. Favor for a favor?


    Greg already knew what Kenn wanted. He’d heard how Kenn had tried to bribe Shawn into doing the dirty deed. He gestured back, making sure no one could see his hands. Maybe.


    Kenn’s heart thumped. Rico.


    Greg was willing to try. The man was an excellent fighter, but even he couldn’t punch away a sniper slug.


    Kenn was thrilled. What do you want?


    Greg grinned. His nephew.


    Kenn grimaced. No deal!


    Greg chuckled and walked away. He wasn’t going to kill Rico unless Marc was gone too. Kenn was wasting his time trying to make a deal like that when he wasn’t willing to take the same risk.


    Jennifer caught it all. She covered her thoughts and stored it to report to the boss.


    Ed did the same.


    Safe Haven’s enforcers were growing stronger every day.


    As Greg went by the kids, Cate kicked his shin. “Giant hole!”


    Greg bent over, grabbing at his leg. “Hey!”


    Cody kicked him in the other shin. “Ship-swallower!”


    Greg twisted away, hobbling. “I’m sorry!”


    “You will be when the alpha finds out you tried to get my friend in trouble!” Cate wasn’t sad or subdued now. “You just got yourself banned!”


    Greg’s ugly side leapt forward. “I already was. The alpha is a solid bitch, and you’re taking after her more every day!”


    Selina glared at Greg. “Did you really just say that to a kid?!”


    Greg normally didn’t reveal his true feelings, but it was too much to be mistreated as if he was Adrian after all he’d gone through in that lab. “Yes, and I meant it! She’s a monster!”


    Cate started crying.


    Cody drew energy to fire a pain spell.


    “That’s enough!” Kenn glowered, advancing toward Greg with his fists clenching. “Don’t ever do that again!”


    Cate ran over to Kenn.


    Kenn swept her up, placed her on his hip, and kept advancing.


    Greg lifted his chin, sneering. “To hell with all of you!” He left.


    Gus was shocked. “I didn’t know Greg was like that.”


    “He wasn’t, before.” Ed was in Greg’s mind now, digging for answers. Everything he found pointed in one ugly direction. “That lab was a very bad place.”


    Kenn shuddered as he held Marc’s crying daughter. “You have no idea.”
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    “Is Greg really banned?”


    Wade wasn’t sure. He made a funny face at the baby he was changing. He’d been sent here to the medical bay to help Samantha and spend some time with her before she left. “Maybe. That might have been enough to tip the scales if the boss wasn’t sure about him.”


    Samantha broke the suction on the breast pump and put the bottle on the tray. She had pumped and frozen a lot of milk. All of the lactating women had. Tonya had organized it a while back and made sure everyone donated. They now had enough milk to feed all of the babies for two months if their parents couldn’t. Or if we won’t be here.


    The medical room around them was neat, with packed kits stacked together. They were almost ready to go. Samantha wanted it. She also feared it, and she wasn’t looking forward to missing her kids. But I need to do this.


    Wade understood she needed to know if she still had the nerve to be an Eagle. If not, she would have this last run under her belt and be able to say she’d helped bring back Jayda’s family and fought the UN, that she just wanted to raise kids and grow food now. It would let her live in this camp without shame.


    Samantha fixed her shirt on the left side and rubbed the hand of the boy who had fallen asleep while nursing on the right. Neil would be here soon. He’d been ordered to go to the time lesson, though Samantha wasn’t sure why.


    “She gave him some time to think about other things for a little while.” Wade didn’t say what those things were because he wasn’t sure. He just knew Angela wanted Neil to work on camp problems while they were gone. Being at the time lesson was part of that somehow.


    Wade deftly switched the sleeping boy with the sleepy one and got busy changing the next diaper.


    Samantha began feeding Jeremy’s son, trying not to feel the pain of that loss this time. Loving his baby was a constant reminder that she wasn’t ever going to be with him again.


    Wade contemplated Neil’s run and how he’d begged for his family to all be together after they died. “The boss will give you that reward, if it’s possible. She loves you.”


    “You have no idea how much I want that for us.” Neil’s last run had given him hope for their final resting place, but Samantha longed for it without having to die. She wanted all three of her men and all three of her kids at her side, alive and happy. It didn’t feel like too much to ask for when the world around them was full of misery.


    Wade grunted. “When you figure out how we can have that, I’m in, even if it breaks the rules.”


    Both of them thought about a time reset and then quickly moved on to something else. Neither of them could harm a child, even if it meant those lost souls would return.


    “The Creator could bring him back.” Amy yawned again. “Sleep now.”


    She wasn’t staying awake for long. Each wakeful period was being spent getting her to eat and walk around. Everyone had a lot of questions, but the medics had forbidden it until the girl was stronger.


    Her parents agreed. They wanted her healthy again, but none of them were eager to find out how angry and disappointed the Creator was with Safe Haven either.


    Samantha used her magic to cover Amy with her favorite blanket. “Love you, Ams.”


    “You too, Momma.”


    The adults were quiet as the little girl faded into dreamland.


    Neil had been horrified to find out Amy had crossed the River of Forgetfulness by herself. So had Samantha; she also couldn’t stop herself from considering the girl’s words. Would the Creator be open to making deals? According to the Bible, He enjoyed making bets, and all of the angels, male and female, had been doing it.


    Wade caught her attention. “Not here, Sammi.”


    Samantha immediately turned her thoughts to the revelations of the day. “Selina can sense Nature, Greg might be banned for trying to arrange Marc’s murder, the Bradys now have empathy, and Angela’s future daughter-in-law is a manipulative, normal genius. Busy day!”


    Wade chuckled. “Yep. And that’s just the first half of it.”
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    “Any plans for this evening?” Thomas leered.


    Molly snickered as she handed him the last box of supplies from the shelf in the rear medical room. Tonya had been gathering things for weeks. It was almost all loaded now. “Save me a dance, handsome.”


    Thomas slid by her to take that load to the cargo bay. “Can’t wait to hold you again.”


    Thomas’s mood was great. He was leaving on a secret mission, and his lover was coming along for the ride.


    Molly’s mood was in the dumps, but she was a good actress. She kept happy thoughts in her mind and a smile on her face until Thomas was out of range on the next deck. Then she went to the desk in the rear wing and caught Anna’s attention. She motioned subtly.


    Anna came over to get another stack of folders that needed to be filed. A lot of people had been officially discharged in the last few hours, including Molly and Thomas, Debra, Theo, Shawn’s two rookies, Frank, and Max. The empty rooms were a relief to the remaining medics, except for the cleaning that needed to be done.


    As the newest member of the medical staff, Dalton was doing most of that, while a cleaning crew finished with the hallway. Carpet cleaning was about to commence. No one wanted to hear the noisy equipment, but everyone wanted it to be done so the rotten smell would go away. The odor of burning flesh would still be around for weeks while they disposed of the bodies, but at least it wouldn’t have decay mixed in with it.


    Camp members had been asking why they didn’t just dump all of the bodies into the ocean, forcing the Eagles to repeatedly explain that it would foul the water. Even the sharks couldn’t handle that much food fast enough to keep it from affecting the water the ship used for drinking, cooking, and cleaning.


    Anna opened Molly’s file as she took the folders to the cabinet. A sticky note was stuck to the first page.


    Positive. Destroy this.


    Anna took Tonya’s note, wadded it up, and dropped it into the hazardous waste bin on the wall. She started putting the files away.


    Molly waited nervously, but in her heart, she already knew.


    Anna waited until the others were busy and then met Molly’s eyes. You’re pregnant.


    Molly immediately left the medical bay to stress in private.


    Anna pushed it out of her mind, replacing it with thoughts of a dance with Dalton. She’d agreed to go to the party with him, but that was it. She wanted five minutes of being held so she could remember what human contact felt like. It’s not to get laid!


    Dalton came from the rear wing, smudged and mussed. “Jennifer’s room is ready. Everything’s been cleaned and switched, moved and repacked.”


    Now that the time lesson was over, the medical bay was in full use again. They’d paused almost everything at the first rough rock of the ship so they could catch anything that fell.


    Anna pointed. “That one’s next.”


    Dalton went to get started without complaining. He was filthy and sore, but he didn’t mind this time. It felt odd. He assumed work wasn’t as hard when the person doing it wanted to help.


    “Mine’s empty now too.” Sadie had her bag of gear in hand. “I’m going back to the descendant deck.”


    Sadie was healthy again, and Panaji had always been adorable. They were a striking couple with his dark skin and her blue hair. It was too bad their relationship was doomed. “Now that Adrian and his family have moved out?”


    Sadie ignored Anna’s disapproval. She’d been living in the medical bay since being cured of the rage illness. People don’t understand how much I hate Adrian for cheating on me.


    Anna sighed. “I do, actually. I just thought you were strong enough to move on without letting it ruin your life.”


    “I am!”


    People looked over at the shout.


    Sadie calmed herself. “I am. You’ll see.”


    Anna put a hand on her arm. “Take it easy, like you’re supposed to for a while, okay? We don’t want you back in here.”


    “I’ll be fine.” Sadie went to the door that Panaji was holding open for her. “I have a good man this time.”


    Anna didn’t tell the rebellious tracker that depending on someone else to regulate her emotions and behavior wasn’t a good idea. Sadie would figure things out on her own. And she was right. Panaji was a good guy, though pushing for marriage wasn’t smart. Anna hoped they both recovered when things imploded.


    “I passed!” Timmy hurried toward the medical bay, holding up his test paper. “Morgan just graded it. I got an A-!”


    Timmy’s white coat flapped loosely in the breeze as he ran, drawing attention to how much weight he’d lost. He was doing good controlling his behavior and his bad habits, on his own. Everyone was proud of him.


    “Nice work!” Anna took the test and went to the counter. She slid it into the frame Tonya had put there this morning. She secured it and handed it back to the happy boy. “Tonya said to hang it right here in the lobby so everyone who comes in will read it and know you’re a valued part of Safe Haven’s medical staff.”


    Timmy tried not to cry. “This means more to me than almost anything I’ve ever gotten in my life.”


    Fern felt his emotional upheaval. She came to the door of her room. “Good job.”


    Timmy flushed as hormones mixed into the flood.


    Anna nudged him with her elbow. “Hang it up and get to work. You still have an hour to go before you can dance with her.”


    Fern bit her lip.


    Timmy’s happiness began to fade.


    Fern didn’t like that. She slowly nodded. “Just one, but you only touch my hand and hip.”


    “Deal!” Timmy knew who to thank for that. He held his hand out to Anna. “You guys don’t like to be hugged. Handshakes are okay, right?”


    Anna burst out laughing and then surprised them all by carefully hugging him while protecting her enlarging stomach.


    Timmy melted into her embrace.


    Fern scowled.


    Dalton came out with an armful of dirty laundry in time to witness it. His eyes narrowed. Is she a cougar? Dalton had heard about Timmy’s last relationship.


    Leaning against the doorframe of his room, Zack chuckled. “It’s not spring here, but you’re all twitterpated.”


    The Bambi reference made most of them laugh. The others figured out what it meant from the context and joined in. The good moment lifted spirits all through the medical bay.


    Doing rounds, Terry approved of the good vibes. He kept track of everything that was happening while counting the hours until he was the top medic left in camp.


    “Let me stay! Oh, please, let me stay!”


    Daisey’s begging shout dropped the mood into cold contempt. They turned their backs to her as she entered the medical bay and went toward the room she and Ralph were still sharing with Zack and his boys.


    Ralph’s sons had stopped by to visit with their father. They quickly left. Their attempts to get Ralph to accept who he was now had failed, but they weren’t leaving with him. The Miller boys were miners and loving it despite avoiding that line of work before the war. The four men were often dirty. They spent each evening in the shower and then in the recliners in the normals lounge, surrounded by those who wanted to hear about their cave adventures. They were finally happy with their place in this camp.


    They hadn’t spoken to the boss on behalf of their father recently. That bothered Anna. It’s almost like they don’t want Ralph here anymore.


    “Make her change her mind! I’m one of you!”


    But the revelations today at the church had turned even the most compassionate people against Daisey.


    “Shut up!” Zack gestured. “Your big mouth is the reason the boss decided to banish you. Always stirring up trouble now, and enjoying the pain of others. What the hell happened to you?!”


    Daisey flinched away from his anger. She dropped to her knees by Ralph’s cot. “You have to do something!”


    Ralph didn’t answer.


    “Hey!” Daisey slapped him.


    The sound echoed louder than the carpet cleaner.


    Ralph stared at his wife. His hand rose.


    Daisey nodded savagely. “Waken your beast and get us out of this mess!”


    Ralph blinked. “You want me to use the magic.”


    “Yes! You have to do something they need or help them in some way so we can stay!”


    “You have no idea what I’m going through!” Ralph shoved her, pushing her onto her ass on the floor. “I will never use it! Not for them and not for you!” He marched out and left the medical bay.


    Daisey curled onto her side and sobbed.


    As she lay there, crying and shaking, a memory came.


     


    “Well, you’re the first one to pray in our new church. Maybe that will give you a boost and allow it to be answered.” Parker wiped dust from the Bible on the altar. Then he glanced over his shoulder. “Or maybe I can help.”


    Daisey tensed, hearing the tone that said it wasn’t something the Eagles would approve of.


    Parker indicated their surroundings. “This is a confessional. What we say here stays here.”


    Daisey decided to take the chance. She was being treated with scorn now, and many of the Eagles wanted Angela to reverse her decision about letting Ralph have another chance. “How can you help?”


    “I can’t tell you the details yet. We have to wait until Tonya leaves on her run, and it’ll be risky, but we might both get what we need from it.”


    Daisey knew they had different goals. “What do you need?”


    Parker frowned. “More authority, without joining her thugs. I don’t want to kill to be a leader.”


    “Amen to that.” Daisey hated all the violence that had come to their door since Angela took over. “When you’re ready to tell me, I’ll listen.”


    Daisey regarded the picture on the wall. “Thank you for answering my prayer so quickly.”


     


    Daisey stopped crying and rose. She stumbled out of the medical bay and went to a nearby lounge that had a monitor. She studied the screens, hunting for a disgraced preacher with an obsession and a dangerous plan.
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    “That’s a bad situation about to happen.” Gus entered the medical bay and sat in a chair by the front desk. He was here to get the last healing session on his leg so Terry would clear him for Tonya’s run. Then he planned to spend the evening in his cabin, packing and mentally debating. He had a choice to make before he left. He wanted all night to think it through and be sure of his decision. I can’t abandon Bernice to deal with Parker on her own. I’m not Marc. But if I’m leaving anyway, a little poison in a snack-pack isn’t going to get me killed by the boss because I won’t be here, but it will remove Bernice’s stalker.


    Anna smiled at Gus. “Jennifer isn’t back yet.”


    Gus nodded. “She’ll be here soon. She went to do a round of the ship and check on the bridge.”


    “Good.” Terry put Gus’s file on the desk. “I’ve already signed your release, but do get that last treatment from her.”


    “I will.”


    Terry went to the rear wing to do an exam on Mike. The boy’s memory was still locked, and it seemed to be slowing his physical healing. It wasn’t dangerous, but it was something that would go into their magical medical books.


    Zack had come out to give Timmy praise for doing well on his test, but he followed Terry into the medical room now, forgetting about it.


    Timmy’s smile faded.


    Fern quickly thought of a way to make him feel better. “Two dances, if I like the first one.”


    Timmy’s good mood flooded the medical bay.


    Fern glanced at her sleeping roommate. “I can’t be gone long.”


    “Me either.” Timmy wanted to get ahead on the lab work that was waiting.


    Fern didn’t want to leave her roommate alone for long, even though the man who’d hurt her was dead. The unnamed girl still hadn’t woken.


    Fern went back into her room. Maybe she’d like to join the police force with me and the others.


    Anna caught that and made the connection. That’s why the boss put them together!


    In the middle of all the drama and distractions, Leeann came out into the lounge while Terry examined Mike.


    Eric followed her and stayed close. He smiled cruelly when she flinched away from him.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Nine


    Everyone Saw It


    Empty Deck
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    “Leave me alone!” Bernice hurried into the women’s bathroom and slammed the door shut.


    The lock clicked loudly.


    Parker stopped. His body shook as he fought for control.


    Bernice leaned against the door and held in a sob. She could go to the Eagles. She could go to the boss. Anyone she asked for help would give it to her, and this would end. Unlike animals, humans had a choice.


    But I don’t. I’m a water woman. Bernice wiped her face and angrily smeared the moisture onto her wrinkled shirt. Someone had to challenge her unwanted suitor, or he would claim her. I don’t want it to be this way! Why was I cursed?!


    Parker settled in a chair in the corner across from the bathroom, ignoring his sore body and rumbling stomach. He hadn’t slept well in the church tent. He hadn’t eaten when he woke. He hadn’t showered or changed his clothes. All I care about is my prey.


    This deck was empty right now. Bernice had come here because she’d expected it to be full of kids and den mothers, but the den mothers had changed the schedule because of Amy waking up. They were all on their way to the medical bay to visit and drop off gifts. Parker had seen it on the monitors. Bernice had been too busy running to watch where she was going. “We’re all alone now, my sweet. All alone.”


    “Not really.”


    Parker jumped, twisting around.


    Daisey came down the nearby stairs, out of breath and red-faced. “I saw you stalking her on the monitors. Everyone saw it.”


    Monitors were on in every lounge, as well as in the cabins and common areas. It was easy to find anyone if you waited long enough for the screens to flash through the ship. Daisey sat in the chair across from him. “It won’t be much longer now.”


    Parker knew removal orders were on the way for him, but he couldn’t stop. That’s why it’s called an obsession. “What do you want?”


    “You promised to help me.”


    Parker struggled to remember through the haze. Their talk in the church tent before he left on that cursed run felt like years ago. “I had a plan…” His eyes lit up. “To make these idiots believe they need me, to give me more authority so I can change things!”


    Daisey gestured. “Keep going. Getting my breath back.”


    Parker barely kept himself from scolding her. Obesity and laziness were two of the things he wanted to change. “If enough normals support someone, they can take over this camp. The Eagles act like they have all the power, but Adrian set it up so the normals are really in charge. He knew all along what was coming. He gave us an escape plan.”


    “That’s why she tries so hard to please us.”


    Daisey was dirty, wrinkled, sweaty, and wheezing slightly. She was also wearing more determination than Parker had ever seen on her. “Angela loves us, in her own strange way. She really does want us to coexist.”


    “That’s not possible!”


    Parker eyed her coldly. “Your husband is one of them now. He has magic.”


    “And he refused to use it to help me!” Daisey wasn’t sure where things stood with her and Ralph. “I don’t have time for him. I need to know your plan. They’re making me leave in the morning. This is my last night in Safe Haven!”


    “Get yourself together!”


    “That’s rich coming from you!”


    Silence fell as they both remembered they had other targets, other concerns.


    They were closer to the incinerator down here. The harsh, ugly odor was a comfort to Parker. He didn’t mind death. It was all a part of the cycle of nature, and so was he. Animals hunted their mates and forced them into submission. I’m doing what I was designed for.


    Daisey didn’t care about the bad smell either, but she was leery of the glaze over Parker’s eyes and the tightness of his body. His hands were clenching tighter and tighter as they talked, reminding her that many people in Safe Haven had snapped under the pressure. I’m no different.


    “You have to endanger someone and then rescue them.” Parker’s voice lowered. “It has to be someone the normals or Eagles care about. Then they can reverse the boss’s choice.”


    “What if it’s the boss…or one of her brats?”


    Parker snorted. “Good luck getting close to any of them now. Unless you’re great with a rifle, you’re better off sticking with someone who isn’t guarded night and day.”


    “Who?”


    “Any of the pregnant women would work, but you’d earn undying gratitude from Daryl and the Eagles if it was Brittani. Even the normals adore her.”


    Daisey’s face clouded over. “She’s been keeping time with that big lug who came in with Tilly’s people.”


    “Yes, but Crenshaw will be sad that Samantha is leaving. He’ll want to say goodbye at some point tonight or in the morning.” Parker pointed to the monitor near them. “Watch for him to go to the medical bay or the dock. There’s always a camera showing those areas now. Then you strike.”


    “Strike, how? I don’t know what to do!”


    Parker patted a thin lump in his pocket. “Magic users are terrified of two things–floods and fires. Pick either of those, and you can’t go wrong.”


    A rough plan popped into her mind. Relief came, along with a feeling of satisfaction. Daisey stood up, acutely aware of the audience. She pointed angrily. “Thank you!”


    Parker understood the game she was playing. He just didn’t have the patience to do that anymore. He’d chosen a target, and he was wearing her down. It was a desperate, dangerous race to corner Bernice before Angela killed him. I’ve never felt this alive! “Get lost.”


    Daisey left.


     


     


    2


    “This is exciting!” Bret snapped the gun belt on and waited for the next piece of gear to be handed out.


    “I agree!” Alicia wasn’t as scared about leaving now that Angela had told her she would do well and become a better person. The future she wanted couldn’t happen if she was always cold and scary. “Let’s get loaded and go!”


    Bret and Alicia were the only ones feeling that way. The other Mitchels were old enough to know going out into the post-apocalyptic world wouldn’t be fun.


    Amanda stayed in the doorway of the weapons room, frowning at anyone who came by so they would keep going. It was the perfect time for an idiot to try something crazy.


    This storage space was larger than the last one, with a dozen half-sized lockers on top of freshly-built cabinets. There were no windows or other entrances. The door was steel and heavy. It wasn’t going to be kicked in or pried open. Except for when the door was wide open, like now, the room was very secure.


    Margret enjoyed the scent of ripe wood while she tugged on Bret’s belt to get it situated correctly over his lean hips. “You think it’s exciting now, and then the shooting starts and you understand how wrong you were.”


    Bret looked at his dad.


    Adrian didn’t add anything to their conversation. He was dwelling on Angela’s last words to him; he assumed his new weapon would clear things up. He was here to collect it. They were finishing Tonya’s supply list at the same time. She wanted more ammunition for their run.


    Bret took the ammo belt from Alicia and tried to figure out how to put it on. “I’m not scared of danger, mate. I spent my life in a lab that was underwater and had a lot of riots.”


    “But they didn’t use guns.” Alicia handed him a second ammo belt. “It is different.”


    Bret wasn’t concerned. “I’ve been here for a couple of action moments. I’ll do fine.”


    Margret helped him put the belts on while grudgingly admitting that he was probably right. Bret didn’t appear to be bothered by anything. He’s like his dad.


    Adrian pulled the next box from a shelf. “I’m bothered by a lot of things. I just don’t always show it.”


    Margret didn’t like how that made her feel. “I don’t know how to hide it.”


    Adrian gave her a distracted smile. “You weren’t raised in a lab. You didn’t learn how to cover your emotions like the older generations. It’s actually a good thing.”


    “Why wasn’t I in a lab?” Margret had always wondered that, but she hadn’t wanted to traumatize her mother by bringing it up.


    “Because of Alexa.” Amanda would be forever grateful to Adrian’s only daughter for that. “She bargained freedom for some of our family. The government wouldn’t agree to it for older members, but they were tired of us breaking into the labs to rescue the kids. Most of the youngest Mitchels didn’t have to suffer what the rest of us did.” She gave Bret an apologetic glance. “Alexa didn’t have bargaining power with other countries.”


    Bret wasn’t going to hold a grudge. “I understand.” He did want to meet the infamous woman that everyone loved. The fact that she was his sister was distant, unimportant. Meeting her and trying to learn from her was bigger than a familial bond.


    Adrian handed empty magazines to Alicia, who then handed some of them to Margret and Amanda. Margret was showing Bret where everything went on his belts. “We need to go a little faster. Angela wants us out of here in the next five minutes.”


    Amanda scowled. “Are you still going to follow her orders even though you can’t come back?”


    “Yes. I’m not so petty that I want the plane to crash just because I don’t agree with the pilot.”


    “More like because the pilot won’t bend over for your cockpit.” Greg lowered his shield, appearing near the door.


    Amanda’s hand dropped to her holster. “Damn it! One more jump scare and I’ll snap!”


    Adrian chuckled bitterly. “Yeah, you’re a Mitchel.”


    Amanda slid aside for Greg to enter, scowling. She didn’t need to read his mind to know Tonya had sent him to collect more gear. He was carrying one of the zippered knit bags Tonya was using to store the dangerous items because they could be padlocked.


    “You’re wrong.” Greg tossed the bag onto an empty shelf and waited for Adrian to move so he could reach the grenade boxes. “She’ll eventually let Adrian come back, even after all he’s done to her and to these people, but not me. They stole months of my life for this damn camp, and took my eye, but I’m banned!”


    “You shouldn’t have tried to get Kenn to kill Marc. Everyone saw it. Wishing for his death during the fire was bad enough. You crossed a line that–”


    “Oh, shut up!” Greg wasn’t in the mood for a lecture, and especially not from another woman who was in love with Marc. “Save it for your pillow!”


    Amanda burst out laughing. “It’s gonna be a fun trip.”


    “Yep. Grab a few pouches of that unrefined silver.” Adrian marked that off the list Tonya had given him.


    Alicia tucked three silver pouches into her cloak pocket.


    Amanda resumed thinking about Marc’s son. Cody manipulated me, and I didn’t even see it. Someone had to point it out.


    Adrian distributed the full magazines next. “Cody was in charge on the submarine while we were all fogged.”


    Greg winced at the memories.


    Amanda scoffed. “I’m not that gullible. Stop lying about it, like the others have been. I’ll never believe that little boy was in charge.”


    Adrian didn’t try to convince her. It was better if people didn’t know how special Cody was anyway.


    Alicia fastened her cloak pocket over the silver pouches. “I’ll miss him.”


    “You’ll see him again.”


    The girl smiled at Adrian. “I know. We’ll be together for the final battle, and we’ll get married when we’re older. He’ll be a wonderful husband and father. We’ll pass our skills to the future in a loving, monogamous connection that won’t ever fade even when we die in each other’s arms.”


    Silence fell.


    Alicia didn’t notice. She finished securing her gear, then tapped her watch. “Three minutes left.”


    Adrian recovered faster than the others. He went over to locker 204. “Selina’s coming to talk to you. It’s okay to help her.”


    Amanda saw Selina coming around the corner and was glad for the distraction. “I like her. She isn’t intimidated by anyone, be they Mitchels, Marines, or maniacal maniacs.”


    Bret fastened the last ammo belt on while Margret loaded it up. “She’s only been scared of one person, and he’s gone now.”


    Alicia shivered. “Reicher.” He was one of the few people who scared her.


    Bret denied that. “She was thrilled to help Shawn because it got her away from Harry.”


    “To be fair, Harry intimidated all of us with his skills.” Greg ignored Amanda’s motion to hurry up. “Even the boss was scared of what he might become.”


    “Well, he’s gone now too.” Adrian opened the locker. Like me, soon. He’d finished recording the latest history tale for his Keeper duties and packed. All that was left was a few goodbyes, and then it would be as if he’d never been here.


    Selina stopped in front of Amanda. The scent of chlorine wafted over them all.


    She’d just finished the swimming lesson with Ray. It had gone well. She was soaked, and stank like chemicals. She’d also swallowed some of it, but they’d had fun and bonded a bit. That mattered to her. “I assume you know why I’m here?”


    “Yes. There isn’t time to give you a real lesson. Pay attention.”


    Selina frowned at Amanda’s abrupt tone. “I’m listening. Speak it quickly and then be gone.”


    Amanda snickered. “Are we sure she isn’t one of us?”


    Adrian shrugged. “No, actually.”


    Amanda softened her tone. “Pay attention to yourself, Selina. You know how you get a chill and then bad news comes? Or how you sense movement and suddenly someone’s standing there? It’s like that. Pay attention to the vibes, and that’s how you’ll know Nature’s near.”


    “Cool.” Selina let her anger show. “Now, how do I use it to track her down and kill her so she can’t hurt the boss?”


    Adrian put his guns on the lowest shelf, then pulled a small pouch off of the top shelf. The rest of the locker was empty. “That’s another reason we like her more than Kenn.”


    Selina snorted, eyes going to Greg. “Kenn! He’s a giant hole too.”


    Greg flushed.


    Amanda motioned. “You got your load. Get out so we can lock up.”


    Greg hated it that he wasn’t trusted anymore. He slammed the box onto the shelf, grabbed the bag he’d filled, and marched toward the exit. He’d reached the anger stage of his recovery. It was getting harder to control himself.


    Selina stepped aside to let him out, glaring. “Be careful. You’re at the top of the boss’s shitlist for the way you talked to Cate and for trying to get Kenn to kill Marc. That can easily change to her death list.”


    Greg stopped in front of her, hands clenching, muscles flexing.


    The younger Mitchels stiffened, preparing to defend the normal with their lives.


    Adrian knew that wasn’t needed. He slid an envelope onto the shelf where the pouch had been, then shut the locker while everyone else gawked at the woman who had balls the size of church bells.


    Selina was clearly a rookie in her Eagle jacket and black shirt, but she didn’t feel like it as she stared Greg down. Bret admired courage.


    Adrian caught Bret’s interest. Hmmm… If Bret liked older women, there were a lot of those in Safe Haven, even if Selina wasn’t interested.


    Amanda made a derisive noise. “Don’t waste your time. Plugging holes is what male Mitchels do. When it comes to love, you’re all a lot pickier.”


    Adrian chuckled while Bret caught on and blushed.


    Selina ignored them all, still concentrating on Greg. He was scruffy, angry, in pain. Selina didn’t like it.


    Neither did Angela.


    Selina lifted her hand.


    Greg glowered.


    Selina gently brushed Greg’s brown hair off of his cheek. “The boss cares for you, but you hurt her today. Try to find a way to make that up and then you can come back.”


    Greg shivered under her loving touch. He could feel Angela’s emotions behind it. His rage faded into regret. “I just want you so much!”


    Selina softly kissed Greg’s lips and then retreated. “Don’t come home until you can accept my answer.”


    Greg left with his shattered heart in his hands.


    Amanda froze as Selina turned toward her. The sense that Angela was sneering at her was too strong to miss. “I’m sorry! Marc is like chocolate to every gash on this ship! We love chocolate!”


    Selina grinned. Then it faded into disappointment. “Try harder.”


    Amanda was grateful for Angela’s mercy. “I will.”


    Selina rotated toward the stairs and got out of sight with steady, confident steps. She loved being the boss’s messenger.


    “Well, that was interesting.” Bret took heart from it. “She wants us here. We’ll be allowed to return if we do a good job on this run.”


    Alicia thought so too, but she refused to beg to stay like Daisey had been doing. She’d accepted that she needed to leave for a while.


    Margret went to the door and held it for the others to go out.


    When Adrian didn’t join them, everyone looked over.


    Amanda stared at the object in his hands. “Is that what I think it is?”


    “A blow dart gun.” Adrian held it up. “I have absolutely no idea how to use it.”


    There was a single dart in the pouch that was loaded with a yellowish liquid.


    Amanda fought the flashes of childhood lessons with every type of weapon available. Enforcers were trained differently. “Well, you have time to learn. It’ll take us over a week to reach land, and then we’ll still have a lot of traveling to do.”


    Adrian considered Angela’s last words to him and then checked the time. Sunset was fast approaching. “I only have about an hour.”


    Amanda frowned. “For what?”


    “To save someone’s life with it. It might be Angela’s.”


    Amanda read his thoughts. “It also might be Marc.”


    Amanda pulled Adrian through the door and locked it. “Let’s go to the big gymnasium, so I can give you a very fast lesson. That’s a weapon I’m very familiar with.”
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    “That’s all the weapons and ammo, food and water, and medical supplies.” Jayda marked the items from her list as she spoke, then scanned the rest of it. “We’re half loaded on just about everything else.”


    “What are we behind on?” Tonya put the medical box on the other side of the small cargo area, where it would be easier to reach. The other side of her ship was full of cots and bunk beds that would only hold half of the people who were going. Sleeping would be done in shifts.


    Jayda pushed her reddish curls behind her ear and followed Tonya while scanning the list again. “Uh… Nothing.”


    Tonya glanced over. “We’re on schedule?”


    “With the loading, yes. We’re still waiting on some clearances for the crew.”


    Tonya resumed restacking boxes. This ship’s cargo bay was a fraction of the size of the cruise ship and almost full already. “Terry will get them all cleared in time.”


    Jayda believed that too. “Do you want to hear the rundown?”


    Tonya nodded, even though she had it memorized. It never hurt to be sure her mental list was correct.


    “Greg, Grant, Morgan, Gus, Adrian, Amanda, Bret, Alicia, Margret, Charlie, Shawn and his two rookies, Theo, Ray, Neil, Samantha, Thomas, Molly, Isabel, three female Eagles who volunteered...”


    Tonya heard the tone. “Go ahead with your question.”


    Jayda liked it that Tonya always took the time to teach her. “Rumor has it those three Eagles don’t want to stay here, but they didn’t have the balls to tell the boss. They’re jumping ship.”


    “Rumor is correct, but as long as they don’t start trouble, we won’t punish them for it.” Tonya gestured to the stack of luggage in one corner. “Same with Daisey, Ralph, and the 13 others who decided to leave our camp.”


    “I’m surprised there wasn’t more considering all the bodies we have stacked up.”


    “Me too, honestly. They don’t feel safe here.”


    A strong breeze came through the open cargo bay, blowing hair around and clearing odors that came right back as soon as it settled down.


    Tonya didn’t mind. The smell of sweaty bodies loading her boat was perfume compared to the harsh odor of burning flesh that had permeated every inch of the cruise ship.


    Tonya inhaled deeply and refused to feel guilty about being excited. She wanted to bring back the supplies. She wanted to drop off the people who didn’t belong in this camp anymore. She needed the adventure. She’d gotten bored being the camp medic and lab tech. She enjoyed those jobs, but she needed more. I’m an Eagle, and it’s my turn to fly.


    “Anything else?”


    Tonya checked her watch. “Make sure I get an hour with Isabel after we set sail. She has information that I need about labs.”


    Jayda added it to her clipboard. “That’s why you’re bringing her along.”


    “I’m bringing her because she’s a vicious fighter who wants to prove herself and accomplish personal goals. I admire that in anyone.” Tonya went to the stairs to the top deck while scanning and making a new mental list of things to be done by those who were staying on the ship tonight. “Do you have any updates for me?”


    Jayda scanned her list. “Just one. Timmy passed his test with an A-.”


    “I knew he would do well. He’s one of us.”


    “He’s a magic user?”


    Tonya shut the flap on a box as they went by it. “I meant a medic, but yes. All of Zack’s sons are. Timmy just hasn’t popped yet.”


    “He’s Invisible. I didn’t consider that.” Jayda wasn’t really happy about it. Timmy would be safer if he wasn’t one of them.


    “Have you ever tried to read his mind?”


    “No. I’ve never suspected him of anything.”


    “It’s not always about that. Sometimes, it’s just for information or training. You need to be able to recognize the mental black spot of an Invisible, so you’ll know them for what they are when you meet. Give it a try before we go.”


    “I will.” Jayda considered Timmy’s family. “What type are Eric and Mike?”


    “Trackers, we think. Their gifts popped recently. They haven’t had enough use yet to really be classified.”


    “They should be locked. It would be safer for everyone.” Jayda liked Zack and Timmy. Mike and Eric were trouble.


    “Agreed, but the boss makes those choices, not us.”


    Jayda brought up something that had been bothering her. “Fern is very possessive over Timmy.”


    Tonya sighed in longing. “Yeah, the boss is a genius.”


    “Angela approves of that behavior?”


    “In this situation, yes. Fern is scared of men, but she’ll get through some of it by protecting Timmy. Timmy has a huge crush on Fern, which will allow him to recover some more from Cathy’s betrayal. He’ll enjoy Fern’s attention and try to show her not all males are dangerous.”


    Jayda’s mind went to her past, to the evil man she would have to face on this run. “But they are.”


    “Yes.” Tonya motioned to include both of them. “So are women. It’s a lesson they’ll learn together.”


    Tonya slid aside as a group of workers came onto the ship carrying tied stacks of empty boxes. Those would be needed for the return trip. Tonya hoped to find a larger ship for bringing the supplies back, but this one would do if that didn’t pan out. I just have to find a way to refuel it. They only had enough gas for a one-way trip.


    Crew members carried more boxes onboard, smiling, joking, and enjoying the anticipation of sailing off into the sunrise come dawn. They gave Tonya and Jayda nods of respect as they went by with loads of gear that would be dropped in the cargo bay.


    Shawn and his two rookies scanned everyone from the bridge of the ship, where they were on duty.


    Tonya felt better having them there. She stopped near the ramp to the dock, doing a full sweep in all directions.


    Evening was on the way. The sinking sun was casting rainbows of color on the calm waves around the ships. It was a serene setting that didn’t fit the violence that was soon to take place. No one had forgotten Angela’s plan to challenge Nature; they just didn’t want to think about what would happen if it went badly.


    The smell of chlorine hit her nose. Wet hair and wrinkly skin said some of her crew had gone swimming after the time control lesson. Tonya approved of them taking downtime while they could. There wouldn’t be much of that once they set sail.


    A wave of pain hit Tonya. She narrowed it to the ladder of the cruise ship.


    “Is that Kenn?” Jayda frowned. “He wasn’t cleared to be out of the medical bay except for the time lesson that he was only allowed to watch.”


    “I know.” Tonya wanted to be angry with him, but she couldn’t. They were about to be separated for months. She would miss him and their son more than she could express.


    Kenn limped across the dock, wincing at the glints of sunlight, the pain in his guts, the sore ribs, the headache, and his clenching heart. Don’t go!


    Tonya blinked away tears. I have to. You know that.


    Kenn admired her pinned red curls and the strong arms that had held him close for over a year now. The thought of not being with her anymore was too much to tolerate. Don’t leave us here! Kenn stopped, gazing at her in misery. Don’t leave me.


    Tonya knew he meant that both ways. “I love you. Hold onto that.”


    Kenn tried to find a way to convince her to let him go along or to get her to stay and let someone else handle this run. If you see him…


    Tonya glared.


    Kenn’s head dropped. Sadness filled his mind. I’ll miss you.


    “Same, Grunt.”


    They looked over as more footsteps came across the dock.


    Charlie ignored the witnesses as he gently took Kenn’s arm. “Come on. You need to be in bed, resting.”


    Kenn allowed the teenager to lead him toward the pontoon bridge so he didn’t have to deal with the ship ladder again. Coming down it had woken his injuries from Neil’s run. He was in a lot of pain now, mental and physical.


    Charlie sent a light blast of power into Kenn. “Terry has a mild sedative waiting for you.”


    Kenn groaned at the mismatched power and the relief. “Okay.”


    Tonya and Jayda watched them leave.


    Jayda was confused and suspicious. “Why isn’t he pissed at Kenn?”


    “He’s defying his parents. It’s what teenagers do.” Charlie was in all black clothes, with a kit on and resolve in his blue eyes. Kenn was in gray sweatpants and a green Marine t-shirt with medical shoes on his big feet. It was like watching a rebel helping a family member escape the clutches of a mad scientist. For one moment, Tonya’s hatred of Reicher threatened to overwhelm her.


    “He’ll go back to hating Kenn, right?”


    “He never stopped.” Tonya scanned the boxes on the deck that needed to be taken below. She picked up two of them. “He’s just using Kenn to hurt his mom and dad.”


    “They aren’t here to see it.”


    Tonya bobbed her head at the camera on the side of the cruise ship. “Everyone saw it. Just like everyone saw Kenn and Greg in the pool room.”


    Jayda turned away from the bright glints of sunlight that made her feel overheated. “I’m surprised he didn’t agree to kill Marc.”


    “I’m not. Kenn is just terrified of losing me. He doesn’t really want to make dangerous deals anymore.”


    “You two really do make a good couple.”


    Tonya went to the steps. “I agree.”


    Jayda grabbed a box and followed. “Why isn’t Angela frying Kenn for it anyway?”


    “Guilt, I assume. He went to that lab and came back very damaged.”


    Jayda’s tone hardened. “He didn’t care about her being damaged when he was beating on her.”


    “He’s not like that now, but she was never like that. It hurts her to be responsible for pain and misery, for death.” It was part of why Tonya admired Angela. She was able to put aside her emotions to do what was best for her camp. “She understands he’s trying to recover and keep changing.”


    “Are you worried about leaving him here with her?”


    “No, actually. Today was good progress. He refused a favor trade that he would have jumped all over in the past. Kenn is getting better. Greg isn’t.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Ten


    Too Good at It


    Ballroom


     


     


     


    1


    “Greg isn’t here.” Conner scanned the guests around them in disappointment. “Neither is Shawn.”


    Conner had bonded with his team on the way to the International Detention Center. Greg and Shawn were the only other living survivors of that mission. Conner expected them to come to his engagement party. I became a real Eagle on that run.


    Candy kissed his cheek. “Give them time; they’ll be here. They’re helping Tonya prep for her trip. It was okay to get the party started.”


    Conner smiled, accepting that answer. He spotted most of his family coming into the ballroom together. The unstoppable Mitchels. “Be right back.”


    Candy chuckled, but inside, she hoped she hadn’t just lied to him. Greg had gotten in trouble today, and Shawn was already living on Tonya’s ship to avoid everyone. Neither man was allowed to come back. It was unlikely that either of them would come to this party. They were a bad influence on everyone else.


    Fun House started playing. Candy bobbed and bounced along with it, mouthing the words.


    The music was confusing for a lot of people who didn’t know it was alternating between Rascal Flatts, Conner’s favorite, and Pink, Candy’s favorite. The mix of classic country and R&B pop made it more like a crossover concert than an engagement party.


    The ballroom looked the part, though. There were pastel streamers, pastel plastic flowers, pastel tablecloths, pastel-colored lights strung over doors and walls, and even pastel paper cups and plates. With hand-decorated balloons spinning in the breeze, it even seemed like there was pastel glitter floating through the air.


    The snacks and drinks were on separate tables that had large groups of people around them who hadn’t suffered through Thelma’s breakfast or been there for Trevor’s replacement meal. Another cluster of tables sat along the right side and held most of the camp members. They were discussing new gossip topics and studying the magic users. Those who didn’t care that a normal was marrying a descendant were here for the feel-good time of what appeared to be true love.


    The magic users were standing around talking while holding dainty paper cups and wishing it was an alcoholic drink of any type. Safe Haven was sober now. Having to unwind without help was a slow process.


    A steady breeze brought salty ocean odors in through the open windows, and kept the sweating down as the sun continued to set. Except for the dance floor. Two dozen people were there, sweating, chatting, and having a great time. Those people were happy. These days, they wanted to grab onto the things that matter and leave the rest of it behind.


    Conner and Candy felt the same way. Instead of praying for daylight that only came from the sunrise, they’d decided to enjoy the summer nights and ignore what hurts the most. Top on that list was Conner’s family leaving. Who knew when they would be back? Candy hated it that Conner was in pain. Every day he was away from his family would be hard on both of them.


    Candy was standing near a table with a pastel cloth and small piles of gifts and cards that people were handing to them upon arrival. They’d already figured out it was easier to stay by this table than to keep carrying things back and forth through the room. The happy couple was in fancy clothes that were just a hair away from formal. Candy’s hair and makeup made her look like a princess. Conner’s youth made him seem like a prince. They were a striking couple to those who agreed with the union. Everyone else acted like they were okay with it and kept their thoughts on something safe.


    “Congrats!”


    The loud voice made Candy jump and also told her who was behind her. She delivered a smile to the former deaf woman. “Thank you!”


    Debra hugged Candy and pressed a small package into her grip. “For the wedding night!”


    Candy blushed and stuck it into her pocket as people laughed. Debra wasn’t moderating her volume or her spicy thoughts.


    Theo stood behind her and waited for his turn to talk. Debra had insisted on matching shirts and shorts. The grey and pink color scheme had made Theo a little uncomfortable, but he’d agreed to make her happy. Now that they were surrounded by more than 100 others who were also wearing pink and grey, he was glad he’d given in. It made the weight loss and the forming scars from his last run less noticeable. We were lucky to make it back from there. It was the great escape.


    Debra rubbed sweat off of her arms. “Yuck.”


    Candy pointed at the corner, where a small air conditioner had been set up. “All the pregnant women are spending time over there. Magic babies put off a lot of heat.” Her own twins were with the den mothers, who would be by shortly with all of the kids. She and Conner had chosen to have them at the party. They both loved children.


    Debra went that way.


    Theo scowled. He hated reminders that Debra was pregnant with Ian’s baby.


    Candy frowned. She’d prepped Theo’s room when he woke and comforted Debra while they waited for him to be cleared by the CMO. Candy had a fond place in her heart for Theo that she still wasn’t sure he deserved. “Let it go.”


    “I’m trying.” Theo didn’t care that she’d accurately guessed his displeasure. “Do you want to help me restart the engineering team?”


    Candy was hit with flashes of traveling toward that cursed mountain, Lee’s death, and being treated like she was crazy. A timebomb went off in her mind, making her skin crawl. It still feels like today.


    Theo put a hand on her wrist. “Come back to us.”


    Candy tried to pull out of the past. I wish my mind wouldn’t take me there!


    Theo understood. He smiled as the pain began to clear from her expression. “There you go.”


    Candy felt Conner shifting toward her. Magic users were also responding to her wave of distress. She swallowed the remaining pain and plastered a smile onto her face. “That’s a great idea! I’ll help you make a list of who should be on that team.”


    Theo let go of her, also aware of people coming their way. He didn’t want them to think he’d tried to hurt her. “I want you to be on the team, Candy, as my XO.”


    Candy’s surprised pleasure settled the concerns and stopped the parade of people who’d been coming to her defense. “I’d really like that! I’ve been making some notes when I think of things. With your minor in architecture and my design degree, we can come up with some grand ideas.”


    “We’ll get together when I get back and go over it all?”


    “That sounds great.”


    Daryl pushed Brittani’s wheelchair by them. “It’s about time. We need an engineer and a designer desperately.”


    Theo was thrilled to be needed. He’d thought Thomas was taking his place in that regard.


    Candy was just relieved the heartbreak down in her gut had gone unnoticed. It’s still a long way to happy from here for me.


    Daryl was glad to know he was going to get some help. It was stressful to be carrying the entire load of the rebuild Angela wanted. He tugged Brittani’s blanket up and carefully pushed her chair toward the snack table.


    Brittani wasn’t using her magic because it might trigger her labor, but she didn’t need it to know the happy smile on Candy’s lips was fake. I don’t believe you.


    She didn’t call her on it, however. The truth about love was that it never really went away. Candy would always miss her late husband. Conner would just have to accept that when he finally figured it out, and Candy would just have to let it hurt. Human emotions couldn’t be suppressed forever. “My wish for you is peace, fast cars and freedom.”


    Candy laughed. “I’ll take that deal anytime!”


    Brittani was covered in a thick quilt that made her appear even bigger than she was. Fat rolls on her arms and face said she was eating well. Everyone who saw her waved and sent good wishes. They all wanted to say they’d been here for the birth of the new world’s first triplets. It helped that everyone liked her, even the normals. They also liked her husband. They eyed Daryl’s huge arms as he pushed her chair. The work he’d been doing on the bunkhouse was clear in his physical stature.


    Thelma hurried over to them and began serving her daughter. It was the first time she’d smiled in weeks.


    Candy gestured at Theo. “Go dance with Debra. Make a good memory you can both hold onto.”


    Debra was staying here, and he was leaving on Tonya’s run. Theo was happy with that arrangement. Wives should stay home while their husbands go off to battle.


    He still hadn’t found a way to convince her that being a traditional wife was what she wanted too, but he believed the pregnancy would help him with that goal. She would have to slow down as she got bigger, and when the baby came, she would be too busy to be wild.


    Daryl glanced over his shoulder. “She’s from Nature’s line, Theo. She’ll always be wild.”


    Theo hadn’t heard that rumor, but after what he’d learned on Neil’s run, it wasn’t a huge surprise. That’s why the female angels reminded me of her–she’s from that family tree.


    Theo went to Debra. He noticed she was keeping her back to the nearby tables while talking with Molly, who was also enjoying the cooled area. He saw who she was ignoring and scowled.


    Vario and his team were sitting at one of those tables, talking with Thomas and a few others. They were in their normal gear, conspicuous among the groups around them. Even if they’d known they were supposed to wear pink and grey, they wouldn’t have done it. They lived in their fighting gear, and that wasn’t going to change. They had accepted a pastel paper punch cup, though. It had been drained in one gulp.


    Vario’s attention was on Debra.


    Theo glared. I won’t let go, you son of a bitch!


    Vario lifted his empty cup sarcastically. Here’s to you.


    Theo controlled his urge to brawl. He went to Debra and put a possessive arm around her. “How about a dance, sexy?”


    Debra blushed.


    They walked onto the waxed dance floor with the other couples who were swaying to the soft music coming from the boom box.


    Debra wanted something faster. “Where did the beat go?”


    People agreed with her loud call.


    Molly felt Vario’s pain and went to their table. She sat next to Thomas and began cracking jokes to get them all to laugh. Safe Haven had a lot of people who were hiding heartbreaks or desperate longings for someone they couldn’t have. Amusement was the only medicine that worked, but even that wouldn’t hold them for long.


    Mayberry began playing. Slight cheers came; more people moved toward the dance floor at the energetic song.


    Molly tugged her pink sweater together, chilled by the breeze coming in through the windows. Normally, I melt in this kind of weather. “I think Conner’s searching for someone who isn’t here yet.”


    “I think so too.” Thomas tipped his new gray hat to the groom as Conner’s scan made it to their table. The thoughts of some of the normals around them weren’t kind, but Thomas disagreed. Love who you love had been his motto for a long time.


    Molly’s eyes went to the angry cook who was standing by Brittani and Daryl and ignoring people who sent unhappiness at her for the awful food. The gossip included her taking a leave of absence. Trevor had done a great job with the replacement meal. People were happy with him. They were upset with Thelma for her words about hating it here. They hadn’t suspected her of feeling that way. It felt like a betrayal, but Molly didn’t need a crystal ball to know they would get over it. Thelma could screw up and have to take a walk of shame, and people would still forgive her. She’s fuckin’ perfect.


    Thomas felt the wave of bitterness. “You okay?”


    “I’m just peachy.” Molly took the water bottle Thomas held out. She drained it while barely noticing.


    Vario saw that and hoped he was wrong about the immediate suspicion. Thomas was about to join his crew. He already felt responsible for the man who couldn’t be bought. He also felt a bit responsible for Molly, though that was fading fast. Molly will never be a part of me and my gang.


    Vario turned to Thomas. “Tell us more of your adventures on the high seas as a young man.”


    Thomas quickly pulled up a funny tale and began regaling them.


    Vario’s laughter rang out.


    Debra heard it and instantly wanted more of it.


    Theo felt her response. He spun her toward the farthest side of the dance floor, then held her close. “You need to control those hormones! You have a man!”


    Debra remembered Vario’s words again.


    “Debra can do better than a former drunkard who wants her to assume a place beneath him in camp hierarchy because of her age and gender.”


    “Blow me!” Debra pulled out of Theo’s arms and returned to the cooler corner of the ballroom, leaving him standing there.


    Theo flushed as people stared. He stomped out of the ballroom instead of following her.


    Vario silently celebrated the newest sign that Debra would soon be single.


    The guard on the door, Ray, motioned a rookie to follow Theo and make sure he didn’t do anything unwise. He couldn’t help an eyeroll. “Guess it’ll just be you and your hand tonight.”


    “That was mean, Raymond.” Theo kept going.


    “I know.” Ray had been cleared to go on Tonya’s run. He could have attended this party as a guest, but being on duty gave him time to consider everything he’d gone through without having to mingle and chat. There were enough Eagles here that assigned security wasn’t really needed. When the party ended, he would give Candy and Conner an Eagle escort to their cabin and offer his good wishes then.


    Ray did a quick sweep of the partiers. He didn’t like the gray and pink theme. It made it hard to tell people apart. He was in Eagle gear, making it obvious who to go to if someone needed help.


    Ray scanned the monitor where Grant was carrying gear onto Tonya’s ship. He assumed Grant was spending the night there, along with half a dozen others. Ray still wanted that card game and conversation, but it could wait until they were underway. Or maybe I can get him to take a short break in my cabin from some cards and…


    Ray saw a shimmer following Grant and approved. Little Danny wasn’t going on the run, but he was on duty over their captain for now. Ray was happy that Angela was taking Grant’s safety seriously, though he still wished the man wasn’t leaving at all. Anything can happen while we’re gone. All he has to do is put one foot wrong.


    “He’s coming to the party in a few minutes to congratulate the happy couple. Should I tell him to stay here?”


    Ray smiled at Angela as she and Marc came down the passage with a stroller, five kids, and a lot of gear. “No. I don’t own him. He has to be allowed to make his own choices.”


    Cody and Cate were carrying diaper bags and a small play yard. Marc had a bag of baby gear and was pushing Mike and Mia in the double stroller. Karleen was in Angela’s arms and paying no attention to anything but her full stomach and the love of her mother.


    Marc and Angela had on matching pink shirts and gray pants that accented their lean hips and drew attention to the fact that neither of them was armed. It was so odd that people stared, including Ray.


    Angela stopped by him. “Grant will make it back here safe and sound, Ray. Don’t stress over that.”


    He gave a sigh of relief. “Thank you!”


    “It’s my honor.”


    Ray studied the baby in her arms. Little Karleen was falling asleep through all the noise, but Sarah was wide awake and twitchy. She was standing at the doorway of her cell, tensed for a fight. “How can I help?”


    “Play nice, Sarah.” Marc went by them with the stroller. Cate and Cody followed him.


    Angela slid the baby into Ray’s arms. “Her friend Morgan is leaving. She’s sad and a little mad, like you.”


    So what?! Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. I don’t need friends anyway.


    Ray automatically rocked the baby, smiling at her. He didn’t correct Sarah. He just held her host and enjoyed the feeling. I might have one of my own. It was exciting and scary.


    “Grant is now the leader of the Brawlers.”


    Ray regarded Angela in surprise. “What?”


    “He consumed their leader and took over the group. He’s having a hard time accepting that, but deep down, he wants the job and I want him to have it. Work on it for me while you two are gone?”


    “You got it.” Ray grinned. “Leader of the Brawlers. That took courage.”


    “Yes. He’s also feeling bad that he didn’t bring back all of his crew, but I wanted those men handled, Ray. Make that clear too.”


    “I will.” Ray was glad Grant wasn’t in trouble. “I think he knows. He’s just upset with you for using him.”


    “Enough that I should be worried?”


    Ray frowned. “No, not enough to lock him in the dark for two weeks!”


    Angela sighed. “You weren’t in the dark for two weeks, but you were planning to kill me. Should I feel guilty for defending myself?”


    Ray’s head dropped. “I’m sorry, Boss.”


    Angela put two fingers on his wrist. “I know. So am I. We’ll keep working through it. In the meantime, be sure you can live in the same camp with me.”


    “I can. I’m movin’ on from that drama. I’ve made peace.”


    Angela gently took her daughter back while Sarah glared at Ray over the new information. “Be sure. I’ll do it again, to you and to Grant. I’ll sacrifice any Eagle to achieve Safe Haven’s goals and so will my heirs. That’s the job you signed up for. That’s what you have to make peace with.”


    Ray winced. “Neil told you I’m scared of you hurting Grant, of losing him and being crushed again.”


    “Of course. Neil told me all the secrets that came out on his run. Like you, he’s loyal to the job.”


    People who were listening wondered what those secrets were even though they’d been told the memories were a group dream that Neil and his team had experienced while in a coma.


    The ones who’d been on that run looked away from Angela’s knowing gaze.


    Angela didn’t expose them or scold them. Jayda would soon find out if she was strong enough to not revert while she was on this run. Kyle’s new obsession with the spirit of Death might come in handy. Theo and Debra were doomed as a couple even without him wishing she was a traditional wife. There was no need to rush those moments. I have seen the rain and it soaks us all.


    Just Like A Pill began playing. Another cheer echoed. The crowd definitely liked Pink more than Rascal Flatts. Angela swallowed a frown. Why does that bother me?


    Molly spotted Angela and rose from the table. “Excuse me.”


    Angela saw her coming. Just give me a reason!


    Molly didn’t take the hint. “I want to talk to you about the unfair way you’re treating Shawn.”


    Vario caught her arm to stop her, but quickly let go. “Not now.”


    Molly ignored him, proving that she would never be on his team because she wouldn’t listen to him.


    “Angela!”


    Heads turned and chatter began to fade at Molly’s angry shout.


    Angela sneered. A slut like you, I will expose! “Sit down and shut up or get out.”


    The harsh words shocked the witnesses.


    Molly froze. She knows my secret! Shame filled her mind. Anger came right behind it.


    Thomas had followed her. He didn’t know what Molly had done to anger Angela, but it didn’t matter right now. Getting her away from those icy blue eyes did. He took Molly’s arm. “Let’s go to the ship and help Shawn guard things.”


    Molly let him lead her away from Angela. As they reached the exit, she turned around. “Am I banished?”


    As much as Angela wanted to say yes, she didn’t. “Just try to become a better person while you’re gone or my answer will be different the next time you ask that question.”


    “Then maybe I just won’t come back!”


    Thomas frowned, caught off guard by this. “We’re coming back, Molly. This is our home.”


    Molly snorted. “Yours, maybe. As long as you stay on her good side. Mine?” She snorted again and walked out.


    Thomas regarded Angela in confused fear. “What the hell happened with you two?”


    “I had nothing to do with it.” Angela motioned with her free hand. “When she wants you to know, she’ll tell you. You’re not in trouble. You have my sympathy.”


    That was the biggest hint Angela was willing to give. She went to the corner with the air conditioner, donning a smile. “Who wants to hold my little monster?”


    Pregnant women and single females surrounded the boss.


    Still standing with her family, Margret started to go that way.


    Conner slid in front of her. “She doesn’t like you.”


    Margret frowned. “The boss is fine with me.”


    “I mean Sarah.” Conner filled her in when she would have insisted. “Neither does Charlie’s son. That’s what made most of the choice about your relationship.”


    Bret was confused. “Margret’s never been allowed around little Mathew.”


    Margret sighed. “I held him once, when we evacuated through the tunnels during the fire.”


    Conner had been curious about that moment since Charlie mentioned Mathew’s reaction. “What were you thinking about?”


    Margret blushed but answered honestly. “What it might be like to have Charlie as a mate and know I would inherit leadership of Safe Haven someday.”


    Conner gestured. “That’s why. You acted like Tracy.”


    Margret was angry and sorry. “It was just a bad moment with a stupid girl’s fantasies! I didn’t mean anything by it, and I would never abandon my baby like that tramp did!”


    “I believe you, but Mathew got a bad impression from it and he told his dad.”


    “Babies can’t talk.” Alicia’s grin faded when no one agreed with her. “Right?”


    Still reeling from her announcement of a future marriage to Cody Brady, her family didn’t set her straight.


    “If you really want a chance with Charlie, you’ll have to convince him you aren’t like Tracy. Then you’ll have to change that impression with his son. The boss doesn’t really matter on this. Trying to score points with her won’t change where you are in Charlie’s mind.”


    Margret scowled at Conner. “I wasn’t doing it just to score points!”


    Adrian came into the ballroom at that moment and joined them. “Don’t lie to your family.”


    Margret snapped her mouth shut and glared.


    “How did your practice go?”


    Adrian shrugged at Amanda’s query. “Okay, I think. You gave me solid instructions on using it.”


    Amanda was happy to help. She fought the need to go to Angela and demand to be a part of the rescue. The boss knew what she was doing.


    Across the room, Candy snapped a picture so Conner would have an improvised family portrait. She would print it out later and put it in a frame for him.


    Adrian saluted her, making Candy grin.


    Conner scanned their jeans and long cloaks, then held out pink and gray party hats. “To complete your outfits.”


    His family donned them while chuckling. Mitchels weren’t afraid to be the only ones doing something odd.


    People saw it and put on their own party hats.


    Conner beamed. We also don’t mind starting a trend.


    More people noticed Adrian’s arrival. More gossip flew through the room.


    Adrian smiled at Candy. “Let’s go welcome the newest Mitchel.”


    Conner let them go on, still hunting for the team members he’d grown fond of. How come you’re not here? If he didn’t get support from Greg and Shawn, he wasn’t going to feel like the Eagles approved of his marriage. Please don’t leave me hanging.


    Quincy entered the ballroom ahead of his dad, who’d stopped to talk to people in the corridor that Quincy didn’t really like. Grant was okay, but Molly and Thomas had always given him bad vibes. “Congrats, man.”


    Conner shook hands with Thelma’s son, grinning. “You’ll have a turn too.”


    Quincy scanned the ballroom that was getting crowded. “Don’t really have my eye on anyone yet.”


    Conner chuckled. “In this camp, that never lasts for long.”


    A woman dancing by herself on the dance floor gave Quincy a big smile. She clearly liked it that he was an Eagle as she scanned his gear and gun and gave him a leer.


    Conner snickered. “Come wake me up if you need any pointers. I’ll escort you right to Wade.”


    Their laughter surrounded the two men coming down the hallway, but it only lifted the mood of one of them.


    Grant sensed Dwight wasn’t happy even though he’d been cheerful and polite with Molly and Thomas. He refused to let his demon dig into the other councilman’s thoughts. Never without permission! “Are you okay?”


    “Still adjusting to being home.” Dwight had gone through eventful times before, but nothing like this.


    Grant understood that feeling. “It was a rough trip.”


    “But we got it done.”


    Grant didn’t agree.


    Dwight sensed the issue. “Mercy isn’t a good idea. We’ve both learned that now.”


    “Yeah, but I still don’t like being that way.” Grant lowered his voice. “I’m not Invisible anymore.”


    Instead of the coldness he’d expected, Dwight slapped him on the shoulder.


    “Congratulations!”


    Grant was confused. “I assumed you’d be upset. The day before you left, you said we needed fewer magic users.”


    Dwight looked toward his eldest surviving son. Quincy was now wearing a pink and gray party hat and talking with Conner. He fit in here, and Dwight was grateful for it. “I agree with Isabel. We need the magic users to keep us alive.”


    “That’s a huge change from how you felt before.”


    “Yep.” Dwight put his cheerful, polite face on and went to join the wife whose anger he could almost reach out and touch.


    Grant spotted Ray doing a patrol. He didn’t rush over to the cute man, but he did gaze at him from afar and daydream about how nice it would be to have time with him again.


    “Good evening, Grant.”


    Grant rotated and found the four Brawlers who hadn’t gone on his run standing nearby. His first thought was to wonder if they agreed with the men who’d died.


     


    Demi shrugged. “We want to start our own country, with just people we all agree on. We’ll stay away from Safe Haven’s areas, but other countries are ripe right now, man. Their citizens are gone, but those cities are just sitting there, waiting for people like us.”


    Grant hated those words. “People like us?”


    Andy sneered. “People who don’t want to follow the old ways anymore. The rule of law is what caused the end of the world. Your boss is just restarting the same shit. It won’t ever change.”


     


    Grant still refused to believe that. He gave permission. Dig in.


    Grant’s demon tore into the Brawler minds brutally. Being surrounded by so many people was dangerous and scary. The demon didn’t like the feeling. The fact that Grant was nervous about these four was all the motivation it needed to leave no thought unturned.


    The Brawlers noticed the mental invasion and tried to explain, but they weren’t able to resist. They were normals.


    “We aren’t like them.”


    “We refused to have anything to do with Andy’s plan!”


    Grant scowled. “You knew!”


    All four men retreated.


    The demon stopped digging and waited for orders to consume them.


    “We told the boss!”


    “She forgave us.”


    “We’ll try harder to do what’s right.”


    “We will. We were just scared of Demi and Andy.”


    Grant understood that, but he still had to do something to ease his guilt. “The Brawlers are disbanded, as of this minute.”


    “Wait!”


    “Don’t do that.”


    “If the boss wanted it ended, she would have said so.”


    Grant scowled. “I’m your leader. I make the choices, and I say we’re done!” He stomped away from the four disappointed men.


    “Let’s talk to the boss about it.”


    “Good idea. Once she hears what he said, she’ll side with us.”


    “Now?”


    “Why wait? She’s in a good mood.”


    “Leave the boss alone.” Timmy scowled at the four men as he and Fern came down the hallway. “She told you to join the Eagles. Grant’s right and you’re wrong. Suck it up!”


    The four men glared, but they didn’t argue. They all went toward the refreshment tables, muttering as they joined Selito and Richie. Both of those males had already given up their places in the Brawlers before Grant’s doomed run, but neither of them was happy about it. Selito had enjoyed the companionship, and Richie liked to brawl. It had reminded him of the manhood tests in his tribe.


    Timmy noticed none of them were wearing party hats or pink and gray. They also weren’t in Eagle gear. That would have set them apart even if their attitudes hadn’t.


    Fern was impressed by Timmy’s courage and even more worried for his safety.


    Timmy watched the sullen Brawlers, but his mind went to Selito, who had just gotten a promotion to a level two Eagle. He was the last survivor from their Cayman Islands pickup. Bernice and her daughter had been retrieved from the ocean near there. They didn’t count as part of the land collections that Safe Haven had done. Timmy knew there was a pattern to be spotted. He made a quick note in his book about it. He wanted to compare pickups to death certificates. It was possible that none of the new people had survived after they left America. If that was true, Angela would want that information.


    Fern was still observing the Brawlers. “Be careful. They don’t like you.”


    Timmy already knew. They’d only tolerated him in the group because Stuart had taken him under his wing. “I will.”


    His attention went to the dance floor where a dozen couples were swaying and chatting, kissing and holding each other close to Pink’s song, Don’t Let Me Get Me.


    Fern stiffened. She wasn’t ready for any of it yet, including the dancing.


    Timmy led her toward the bride-to-be instead. “Let’s say hi and then we’ll get something to drink.”


    Fern was relieved. When Timmy held a hand out, she didn’t even consider refusing.


    Timmy gently clasped her hand and proudly led her over to Candy.


    Timmy had been responsible for spreading the word about the pink and gray color scheme. He and Fern were decked out in grey shirts with pink gym shoes that he’d gotten from one of the many shoe stores on this ship. The green bow in her hair fit right in and made the teenager glad he’d chosen to add a green scarf around his neck. They made a handsome couple. Bless the broken road that led me straight to you.


    “He’s smart.” Brittani thanked Trevor, who had just handed her another plate. She’d already cleared the first one. “It smells great.”


    “Tastes great too.” Trevor grinned at the boy at his side. “Gordon did the taste-testing for me.”


    Dressed in bright white chef’s jackets, Trevor and Gordon were catering the party in Thelma’s place. They were personally serving members of the population who were unwell or older. It was earning them points with everyone, but the magic users also heard Trevor’s thoughts. He was thinking about asking to go along for Tonya’s run. He could find a way back to Australia from there.


    “Raise your glass, people!” Charlie tried to get attention over the music and chatter. He’d been passing out cups of punch to those who hadn’t gotten one yet. “It’s time for the toasts!”


    He was drowned out by Beam Me Up starting to play and the huge cheer that welcomed it.


    Gordon didn’t hear anything. He was staring at Fern.


    Fern felt the heat of someone’s gaze. Familiar!


    She turned.


    Their eyes locked across the dance floor.


    Heat sparked, drawing attention. Gossip began to fly.


    “That’s the one Tilly sold to her captain so he’d bring them here.”


    “I heard it was because the girl wanted to date Gordon. He’s Tilly’s son, you know.”


    “He didn’t know she was being held captive?”


    “Of course not. He was told she left. He would have rescued her.”


    Fern and Gordon kept staring as the talk went on around them and Timmy became aware of the situation.


    Anger and compassion fought in Timmy’s mind. The lock on his gifts rattled.


    Timmy looked toward Angela.


    Angela gestured at the Eagles, who were observing from a far corner where they’d gathered to chat.


    Here comes goodbye. Timmy let go of Fern’s hand. “You should go talk to him.”


    Timmy went toward the Eagles, forcing himself to do the right thing.


    Fern barely noticed he was gone. Gordon was once again in reach, but she was scared to make a move. The last time had almost killed her.


    Fern’s feet refused to budge.


    Gordon came to her. “I’m so sorry!” He opened his arms.


    Fern fell into them, bawling and clutching him desperately.


    Timmy reached the Eagles and kept his back to the couple. Tears leaked down his face.


    The Eagles secured ranks around him and hid his pain from the rest of the world. That was also their job, and they’d gotten much too good at it.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Eleven


    Bitter Anger


     


     


     


    1


    “Morgan is coming over to say goodbye. Don’t give him a hard time.”


    Jennifer saw Morgan striding toward their table with resolute steps. She tensed. “When have I ever given anyone a hard time?”


    Kyle snorted as he stood up. “Every day of your life.” She’d been snipping at him for hours now, wearing down his patience.


    Kyle went to the table of refreshments as her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed.


    Jennifer busied herself with covering Autumn, who was in the stroller next to her chair. The little girl had just woken from her nap. Little Kane was in the rear of the double stroller, still sleeping soundly.


    Jennifer felt out of place wearing Eagle gear. When Timmy had told her about the pink and gray theme for this party, she’d decided they should have some people in recognizable outfits in case there was a problem. Now, she wished she’d agreed to the theme so they didn’t stand out as much. It felt like every eye was on them as Morgan reached her table.


    Jennifer tried to delay his words. “Did you give your good wishes to the bride and groom?”


    Morgan heard her pinched tone. “Not yet. I will.”


    Jennifer tried again to distract him. “Some of the normals are unhappy about that union.”


    The engagement party around them wasn’t putting off good vibes the way it should have been. The descendants were having fun, but most of the camp members were pretending to be pleased that a magic-using Mitchel was going to marry a fertile normal.


    “The boss cleared it for magic users and normals to mix.”


    “Yes, but the boss isn’t sure about their relationship either.”


    Morgan was curious. “What do you think?” He knew of the prediction she’d given about Candy while they were getting ready to move into the mountain.


    “She’s changed a lot since then.” Jennifer tried to be hopeful. “Conner might be able to get her over that hatred of men.”


    Morgan understood what she hadn’t said. “You don’t believe it’s a good match either.”


    “No. But to be fair, I don’t think most of the impulsive unions will last. They aren’t being built on solid foundations.” She motioned at Sadie and Panaji, who were hanging out with the church group. Sadie was wearing a shiny engagement ring now, but she kept twisting it on her finger as if it was an uncomfortable weight.


    Jennifer gestured toward another couple.


    Fern and Gordon were sitting at a table nearby, talking quietly. Timmy was still standing with the Eagles, refusing to look at Fern. If he had, he would have seen how often her eyes went to his sagging shoulders.


    Everyone was curious about what she and Gordon were discussing, but they avoided the table out of respect for what the girl had gone through. Magic users who were tracking the conversation stored nuggets to share later.


    Morgan directed Jennifer’s attention across the room. “What about them?”


    Jennifer chuckled. “Stanley and Isabel are perfect for each other. They’ll be together longer than me and…”


    “Kyle?”


    Jennifer stopped talking.


    Morgan understood Jennifer was more aware of Kyle’s plan than he knew. He smiled at Autumn. “How’s my girl today?”


    Autumn’s lower lip stuck out.


    Morgan sat in Kyle’s warm chair and lied. “Don’t be sad. I’ll be back before you know it.”


    Jennifer’s stomach clenched. Words came from her mouth that she hadn’t planned to say. “It’ll be months, Morgan! Months!”


    The music covered her protest from most of the partiers, but Kyle caught it. He kept his mind blank, so he didn’t interrupt the moment. All part of my master plan.


    Morgan put his big hand on Jennifer’s wrist. His skin tingled from the contact. “It might be longer.”


    Jennifer didn’t pull away. “I heard you’re thinking about staying there. You might not come back at all.”


    Autumn whimpered.


    Morgan didn’t lie this time. “I can’t have what makes me happy, Jenny. You’re off-limits to me, and so is everything else I need. I can’t have a family. I don’t get to hug someone at night and kiss them or tell them I’ll be right there to hold them until the dawn.” His voice caught with real emotions. Kyle had planned this well.


    Jennifer knew they were putting on an act. But it’s too good. “Don’t go.”


    Morgan stared. “Say it again.”


    Jennifer finally let him see how she really felt. “I don’t want you to become a ghost in my memory. I like having you around. …please don’t go.”


    Morgan leaned forward, giving her time to refuse him, to pull away, to shout or slap him.


    Jennifer held still.


    Morgan kissed her in front of everyone, hand clenching against the table to keep from groaning in desire.


    Heat sparked, catching them both.


    Jennifer kissed him back, giving in to the attraction that had been building for months.


    Kyle watched it with tight control. There’s the insane jealousy. Good thing I’ll never have to go through this again.


    Kyle put on a pleased smile. He was careful not to bump his bandaged hand as he picked up two cups of punch.


    Morgan pulled back. “Thank you.”


    Jennifer didn’t care about any of the witnesses or their surprise. “You’ll stay now?”


    She didn’t know how it would work, but she did know things had just changed for her.


    Morgan stood up. He looked at Kyle, who was coming toward them with cups of punch and fists that wanted to do the same. “He doesn’t believe he deserves you. Make it clear that you love him, okay? He’s a good man.”


    Jennifer was stunned as Morgan walked away. “He’s still leaving.”


    Kyle put a cup in front of her, then resumed his seat without rubbing it in or accusing her of anything. He held it all tight to the vest and stuck to the plan he’d made shortly after reaching this strange, dangerous island.


    Jennifer was too distraught over Morgan to notice that Kyle was still being secretive. “Will he come back?”


    “He loves you.”


    “That’s not an answer!”


    “It hasn’t been revealed.”


    “Do something! Make him stay!”


    “No.” Kyle sipped his punch and celebrated his success.


    Jennifer became aware of how many people were watching them. “Mind your own shit!”


    Laughter echoed. Some of the gawkers turned toward the entrance as another group came into the ballroom.


    Amy was on Neil’s hip, with her cheek resting against his shoulder as he moved through the crowd. Samantha was right behind him, carrying baby gear for the twins Wade was pushing in the stroller. The entire family was clean, neat, and bright in their pink shirts. Even though they were wearing party colors, they still stood out. They seemed more alive than the other people, almost glinting in the pastel lights.


    The normals looked away from the family so it didn’t trigger more of their unease. They attributed that shine to magic.


    Jennifer knew it for what it was. Samantha and her family were evolving faster than everyone else because of the time they were spending in sunlight. She didn’t understand that process yet, but the results were clear: sunlight exposure increased the speed of change.


    “Looks like we got here at the right time.” Neil grinned at Conner. “Can’t have an engagement party without drama.”


    Conner chuckled. “Thanks for coming.” He shook hands with Neil and Wade and then blushed when Samantha hugged him.


    Candy was surprised when all three of them did the same to her, then placed wrapped gifts on the table. I didn’t think they approved of us.


    “We don’t. We just like to shock everyone.”


    Candy snickered at Wade’s joke. “Show off.”


    Wade pushed the double stroller by her. “If you want a showoff, wait until you get married. I gave him a lot of pointers for your wedding night.”


    Conner flushed bright red while Candy and the others laughed.


    Amy held onto Neil with her tired legs as she leaned toward Candy. Neil and Amy looked like they’d been to the same wild party and stayed too long. Bloodshot eyes, puffy faces, and unsteady movements said they needed recovery time.


    Candy opened her arms for the expected hug.


    Amy patted her head. “Good girl!”


    More mirth rolled through the room in the silence of the song changing. Pink and Rascal Flatts were still on rotation, but Charlie had lowered the volume now that so many people were here. These bonding moments were more important. People on the dance floor could still hear the music; that was good enough.


    Crenshaw entered the ballroom behind Samantha and her family. He’d gone to the medical bay to say goodbye and then escorted them all up here.


    It bothered some of them that Crenshaw hadn’t adapted to the Safe Haven style of clothing and gear yet, but his happy smile offset their disapproval. Most of the Australian survivors were starting to accept their lives here. Only a few of them still wanted to go home.


    Crenshaw went to Brittani, pulling a worn novel from his pocket. “Found it under a counter in the bowling alley.”


    Brittani beamed. “Another crime story! Nice work!”


    Crenshaw gave Daryl a thumbs up, then went over to Candy while taking a wrapped package from his pocket.


    Eagles and camp members tensed as he approached her.


    Candy wasn’t worried. She and Brittani had been spending a lot of time with the big man. Crenshaw was crunchy on the outside, with a sweet, slushy center.


    Crenshaw handed her the gift. “Art set!”


    Candy didn’t scold him for ruining the surprise. His mind didn’t work the same as everyone else’s. “Thank you.”


    She began introducing him to those nearby.


    The Mitchels observed her kindness in approval. Candy wasn’t mean enough to be one of them, but they were glad to have her in the family just the same.


    Daryl tucked Brittani’s new book into his pocket. She didn’t need anything resting on her huge stomach. She would probably start reading it as soon as they returned to their cabin. Daryl had asked Crenshaw to help him find ways to keep her entertained so she wouldn’t try to get up and do anything. Reading was at the top of that list. She loved it. “How are the matchmaking plans coming along?”


    Brittani chuckled. “We haven’t made any for Cren yet. We’ll get to it.”


    Daryl saw her attention go to a couple enjoying the air-conditioned corner.


    Lisa was fussing over Dace while scanning for Greg’s arrival.


    Dace was pushing her hands away and wishing she’d let him stay in the medical bay. He hated to be stared at when all he could do was sit in his wheelchair and mope about how different his life was now. He didn’t care that their matching gray shirts allowed him to blend in with the other partiers. Those people were on their feet, and that made all the difference to him.


    Jack lingered near the couple and kept track of the constantly shifting crowd that could become dangerous at any point. His job was to protect the boss and leadership if anything went wrong, but he planned to include Lisa too. Dace certainly wouldn’t think of it. All he cared about was recovering his mobility. He only remembered Lisa when he wanted something or when she did something he didn’t like.


    Daryl knew what his wife was considering as she watched them. “Why should we tell Dace that Jack’s got a thing for his girl?”


    Brittani gave him the answer she’d already told to Candy. “Dace will try harder to recover if he thinks someone else wants Lisa. He’s ignoring her right now, and he’ll end up losing her.”


    “You want them together.”


    “Yes.”


    Daryl had sympathy for the guard. “Jack will be devastated.”


    Brittani didn’t care. “He should be. That’s his brother’s wife!”


    “They’re not married.”


    “Might as well be!”


    “Okay.” Daryl changed the subject. “Any progress with the wand making?”


    “No.” Brittani didn’t let his dismissal trigger an argument. Daryl was keeping careful control over conversations to prevent her from getting upset and triggering her labor. She loved him for it even though it annoyed the hell out of her. “I have some ideas on how to proceed to the next stage.”


    “Let me know if you need any help, gorgeous.”


    Brittani smiled, but her focus stayed on Dace.


    Daryl’s attention went to a man who was now kneeling on the ballroom floor. A small black box in his hand drew attention and brought a ripple of quiet.


    Charlie turned the music down a bit more so everyone could hear what was happening.


    “Will you marry me?”


    The clumsy guy they’d all come to care for was almost gone now. Stanley had turned out to be faster and more reliable than half of the Eagles around him. They all held their breath and hoped he wasn’t crushed.


    Isabel studied the diamond ring and considered how much things had changed for her in such short a time. The best part is my mate.


    Stanley had spent most of his life as a normal and then he’d been Invisible. That allowed him to understand her without invading her mind. I love my bloke so much.


    Isabel had pink bows that made her look younger. The gray hair in those bows fit in with the theme and eased her self-consciousness, but she still keenly felt the age difference between them as she considered his proposal.


    People stared in concern when she didn’t immediately agree.


    Stanley slowly stood up, stomach rolling over.


    Isabel took the box and snapped it shut. “I’ll give you an answer when I get back, mate.”


    Stanley’s heart sank. “You’re going on Tonya’s run.”


    “Yes.” Isabel regarded Angela to make sure the boss hadn’t changed her mind.


    Angela smiled. “Just be careful, Izzy. We need you here.”


    Isabel’s happiness brought the bubble to life over Safe Haven. It was proof that she was Invisible and destined to be a leader here.


    Stanley hugged her. “I love you!”


    Isabel slid the ring box into her pocket and hugged him back. “I love you too. Take good care of my babies while I’m gone.”


    “I will.” Stanley was honored that she trusted him with such an important responsibility.


    Observing them alongside her family, Margret understood she’d been wrong about Isabel. But Ellie accepted it. She knew Stanley was right about Isabel affecting the shield, that she’s going to be one of us.


    Charlie met Margret’s eyes across the room. He didn’t sneer or leer. He just stared.


    Margret turned and left the party, unable to hide the disappointment with herself. She went to the little gym to do a cage set.


    Alicia followed. “Wait up. I’ll spar with you.”


    Amanda watched them go. “Alicia is developing emotions. That’s great progress for her.”


    “Do you want to stay and keep trying things here, the boss’s way?” Adrian didn’t think that was a good idea anymore, but he still believed in letting people make their own choices.


    Amanda’s gaze went to Marc and stuck there. The handsome man was rocking his newborn daughter and smiling at his beautiful wife. “I’ll be dead within the month if I don’t go.”


    She spun toward the exit, cloak flaring. “I’m doing a round of the ship. Call me if you need me.”


    “Will do.”


    Amanda slid aside to let Zack, Eric, and Mike enter the party. Another small group was right behind them, chatting and appearing happy even though they weren’t. Amanda identified with Greg and Shawn more now than she already had. I’m an outcast too.


    Amanda got out of sight as fast as she could without being rude. The last thing she wanted to do was swap sob stories where everyone could hear them. We’ll have plenty of time for that during the run.


    Zack shook hands with Conner and Candy, then led his boys over to the tables so they could sit down and be forgotten about. He acted like he was happy to be here, as did his sons, but none of them were.


    Angela wanted to spend time with Zack and ease his discomfort, but she didn’t. Zack had changed a lot. Now, he needed to work on his children. She couldn’t help him with that. She had her own rebellious teenager who didn’t want to listen. There was no way that Zack’s kids would obey her, especially after the beating she’d given Mike. Each parent and child had to figure life out for themselves and then accept that they were mostly helpless when it came to controlling each other. Zack hadn’t reached that realization yet. And neither have I. That’s why I set it up for Charlie to join the run even though I don’t want him to leave.


    Angela focused on the new arrivals as greetings were called.


    Greg, Erin, Kenn, and Shawn were wearing party hats and Eagle gear. They made a fascinating picture that drew attention from all four corners of the ballroom.


    Greg adjusted his eye-patch self-consciously. He hated to be stared at now.


    Erin wiped her sweaty hands on the blanket over her lap as the pregnancy increased her temperature. Greg had insisted on the wheelchair and the blanket, because of the drafty passages they had to traverse to get here.


    Shawn pushed Kenn’s wheelchair through the ballroom, ignoring the instant anger of the church group at his presence. He stopped near Conner and held out a hand. “Congrats, kid. You picked a good one.”


    Conner pulled Shawn in for a fast hug that the surprised Blinker tolerated in good humor.


    Camp people clapped. They hadn’t forgotten that Shawn and Kenn were heroes. If not for them, the cruise ship would have been rammed by Tilly’s steamer or her submarine. People were happy that Kenn was staying, and unhappy that Shawn wasn’t. They saw how tired he was and knew he’d been spending too much time in his mind again. They were sure he would die alone in the post-apocalyptic wilderness because he would only have two rookies to help him control the trauma from the lab.


    Shawn eyed the couples who were rubbing against each other on the dance floor and grimaced at the reminder that he would never enjoy physical love again. In this moment, he was glad to be leaving the place that had taken so much from him.


    Kenn stayed in the wheelchair and tried to clear his groggy head. The sedative had calmed him, but it had also robbed him of his ability to think straight.


    Charlie came over and handed Kenn a plate of snacks. “Food will help clear the haze.”


    “Thanks.” Kenn began to eat.


    “Yep.” Charlie stayed next to him, surprising some of the witnesses who knew he hated the Marine.


    Kenn wasn’t alert enough to make the connection that Charlie was rebelling, but even in his dazed state, he knew the boy was up to something. “Whatever it is, count me out.”


    “That’s what Greg should tell you!” Neil glared at Kenn as he joined them.


    Greg stopped Erin’s chair next to Kenn.


    Charlie went to get a plate for the mother-to-be.


    Watching from across the ballroom, Lisa subtly walked to the air-conditioned area so she would be near enough to hear them. She sneered toward Erin, unaware of a dozen people giving her deep frowns.


    Neil tried again, being more direct this time. “I mean it, Greg. Lean on me during this run and refuse Kenn’s offer. You’ll be on Marc’s bad side if you kill Rico.”


    Kenn looked up in hope, even though they hadn’t come to an agreement.


    Greg grunted bitterly. “I’m already on Marc’s bad side.”


    Neil kept trying. “Not really. You’re still alive.”


    Greg motioned angrily. “Why are you bringing this up now? It was already settling down!”


    “Because I can see your mind spinning. You think if you do it, Kenn will be honor-bound to uphold the other end.”


    Kenn cleared his throat. “I have no honor.”


    “Exactly!” Neil picked up a stale chip and stuck it into Kenn’s mouth. “Shut up.”


    Kenn shrugged and crunched.


    Greg and Conner snickered.


    Erin took the plate Charlie handed her and tried to stay out of it. After they were away from here, she had her own agenda that she planned to discuss with Greg. Until then, it would just annoy him and let everyone in on her plans to leave.


    Greg huffed in annoyance. “You aren’t going!”


    Erin stuck a stale chip in her mouth and crunched it.


    Greg gestured in frustration. “Tell her she can’t go!”


    The room suddenly filled with the sound of shattering potatoes.


    Conner extended his hand. “Thanks for coming. It means a lot to me that you’re here.”


    Greg shook, brought out of his annoyance a bit. “We’re teammates. This is where we belong.”


    “Agreed. When you get home, we’ll start helping with the town rebuild, and we’ll learn how to dive together.”


    The group fell into a light discussion of those goals, but all of them knew it wasn’t going to happen.


    Listening closely now, Lisa froze. Greg was leaving tomorrow, and if she was reading things correctly, it was a one-way trip. That’s why Erin wants to go with him!


    A loud cheer sounded as Tonya and Jayda entered the ballroom.


    Both sweaty, wrinkled women donned the glossy party hats they were given, earning more smiles and approval. Tonya was a camp favorite. No one wanted her to go, but they were all positive her run would be a success. Camp people, church members, and Eagles clapped noisily.


    Tonya wasn’t sure she deserved such a warm welcome before she’d even gone anywhere, but she appreciated their good wishes and hoped their faith wasn’t misplaced.


    Lisa hurried over to Tonya. “I’d like to go on your run.”


    Tonya kept walking, forcing the late bloomer to clear space for her to reach Kenn. “No.”


    “But I’d be handy. I can shoot, hunt, and cook.”


    “I said no.”


    “Is it because I’m pregnant?”


    Tonya pointed toward the man in the wheelchair who was watching them with a surprised scowl. “No, it’s because you didn’t ask the boss, and you didn’t talk to Dace about it. You only want to go because Greg is, and frankly, I don’t need the drama.”


    “You never liked me!”


    “At least you’re right about something.” Tonya went to Kenn and kissed his cheek.


    Lisa flushed at the knowing smirks from the witnesses. She stomped back to Dace and ignored the scolding he immediately began delivering.


    Kenn was reminded of the run to the Weigh Station. “Drew gave me a message.”


    Greg and the others quieted to listen.


    Kenn tried to repeat it correctly through the haze.


     


    “Tell Greg I’m still looking out for him, but I can’t protect him from crazy women.”


    Kenn blinked. “You mean Lisa.”


    “I mean all of the women he’ll surround himself with. Tell him there’s no shame in being single.”


    Kenn wrote it down, but he was frowning. “Greg’s just playing with Erin and Lisa because they’re pregnant and he wants to be a father.”


    Drew shrugged. “And he’ll continue to play with unsuitable women who will have his children. All he needs to remember is playing is nice, but for anything more, think twice.”


     


    Now Erin flushed.


    Greg didn’t know what to say. The warning was likely accurate, but it was too late to change things now. He rubbed Erin’s shoulder. “I’ll still stay with you when I get back.”


    Erin huffed. “You need to take me with you. It’s not safe here!”


    “She’s right.” Kenn yawned. “But it’s not safe out there either.” He looked up at Neil. “You’re finally going to be punished for your screw-up.”


    Neil had expected that after the scene with Samantha and Sarah in the medical bay. “I deserve it.”


    “You’re not the only one.” Kenn fell back into his hazy mind, picking at the snacks on his pastel paper plate.


    Neil smiled at those who sent good wishes and comments to him. He appreciated the forgiveness and the peace offerings. They’d all been told he and his team had gotten an injury that had to be handled by sedating them for three weeks while they recovered. The weight loss supported that claim, but the bruises and scratches that were still healing didn’t. Neil wondered how many people knew they’d really gone to Heaven’s Road. Then he switched his thoughts to something else, like the boss wanted. It was dangerous to let the camp know it was all real.


    Observing everything from the mother’s side, Sarah was satisfied with the knowledge that Neil would be punished for his mistakes.


    Angela just wanted Sarah to let go of that grudge so she wouldn’t be hostile anymore. Samantha has a big place in our future. You need to get along with her.


    Sarah wanted to please the mother. I like Wade...


    Angela sent warmth toward Sarah. So do I. He’s special.


    Samantha caught that and tried not to be jealous. She tugged Wade over by the window where the fading sunlight would hit him.


    There wasn’t much of it left as the sun tossed a pallet of stunning colors across the sky. It made Samantha want to be outside.


    “We’ll take a stroll in the morning before you go. You can carry the memory with you on the ship.”


    Samantha melted, always touched by Wade’s kind heart. “Deal.”


    She’d been on the island numerous times since the fire, but she still loved it. She was more comfortable there than she was on any boat. I can’t wait for the bunkhouse to be done. I won’t be here for its christening, but I’ll use the hell out of it when we get home.


    Neil came over to them with Amy still on his hip. He bounced her around gently, then sent a wave of love toward the sleepy boys in the stroller. He would miss his family while they were gone. But this is important too.


    Samantha watched him slide Amy carefully onto her feet. “It really is. We have to limit the UN’s control now, before we all go home.”


    “If the boss’s battle tonight goes well, we might not have a final fight at all.” Piper walked by them, leading kids toward the snack tables. She was the top den mother on duty today, and it felt great.


    Ray and Marc both smiled at her, making sure she knew she was welcome. Piper was their family. She would be treated that way from now on.


    The line of kids and den mothers coming through the ballroom drew more attention than the words. Most people didn’t know what Angela had planned, and the magic users who did weren’t discussing it. The normals had to be handled like wild animals that were apt to buck and bite at the wrong time. They would be told details after the fact and not before.​


    The church members came over to join the den mothers at Frank’s wave. He wanted them to help with the kids so they would have an influence on those young minds now, when it mattered.


    Most of the church group was in their Sunday best, though only a couple of the suits and dresses had any pink or gray. Frank was in a black tux, but he’d added a pink scarf to his pocket to please Candy. He didn’t care about Conner; the boy wasn’t normal.


    Tonya caught Angela’s attention. “Who’s going to perform their wedding ceremony? We don’t have a minister anymore.”


    Angela had already considered that. “Frank is the new church leader. He’ll take the exam as soon as he’s ready. It will be at least three months before the wedding.”


    Adrian felt a wave of disgruntlement and understood the magic users didn’t care for that choice. Frank didn’t like their kind. It would be an insult to have him bless their unions when he didn’t really mean it. “Enforcers did that job in the past.”


    Angela had felt it too. She shrugged. “Couples can pick whichever they’re comfortable with, but enforcers also have to pass the official exam.”


    Ed grinned. “I loved school! I’ll start studying for it.”


    The magic users were happy with that. Ed was one of them.


    Angela saw Suzanne staring at Ed. She doubted the woman knew how much longing was showing on her face.


    Ed noticed it and mourned what might have been.


    Angela lifted a brow. “Are you sure you can’t meet her demand? She might be a good match for you.”


    Ed lifted his chin. “My soulmate will accept me for who I am, not who they want me to be.”


    “Even though you refused it at first too?”


    Ed’s chin lowered. “She can change her mind, and I’ll date her. I’m not too proud to accept an apology.”


    Suzanne grinned at him, but she didn’t change her mind, and she didn’t apologize.


    Ed was in his Eagle gear, with a pink cowboy hat on. Suzanne was in black boots, black slacks, and a pink silk shirt with long pink fringe. They would have made an attractive couple spinning around on the dance floor. Angela forced herself to leave them alone. Not every match on her tree needed to be pushed.


    Anna was bored with the drama. She motioned to Dalton. “Come on.”


    Dalton’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. He took her hand and escorted her to the dance floor with his heart thumping.


    Anna and Dalton were in solid white, chosen in case someone needed a medic. As they reached the dance floor, space automatically cleared among those who were enjoying the music, parting to let the new couple have the center of attention.


    Anna tensed as his hand went to her waist.


    Dalton paused.


    Anna slowly put her arms around his neck. She hadn’t touched anyone in so long that she’d forgotten how good it felt.


    Dalton wrapped her up tight and close, ignoring the frowns from the witnesses.


    Anna grimaced. “I was manhandled most of my life. I don’t like it, and neither does my son.”


    Dalton began to worry that he wasn’t going to be able to make her happy.


    Wade caught his eye. Pretend she’s a balloon that might pop.


    Dalton followed that advice, gentling his hold.


    Anna sighed in pleasure as she put her head against his shoulder. “Much better.”


    Dalton made a note to spend some time talking to the camp pimp.


    “He tolerates it, but he doesn’t really like to be called that.” Anna agreed with Angela. Wade was one of a kind. She wanted him to have the respect he’d earned.


    It didn’t bother Dalton that she was keeping track of his thoughts. “What name does he prefer?”


    “Cupid.”


    Dalton chuckled, sending chills down Anna’s spine.


    Women observed them jealously.


    Angela approved of the match. Anna was sweet, and she wanted a good father for her child. Dalton could become that man with the right encouragement.


    “Why do you always have to change us?”


    Angela looked at Marc as if he’d sprouted another head. “You’re kidding, right?”


    Marc grunted. “Not all of us need to change.”


    “Okay.” Angela gestured at the crowded ballroom. “Name one.”


    Marc felt the weight of the challenge as he scanned the males and found flaw after flaw.


    Angela took pity on him. “It’s the same with the women. It’s not a gender issue. We’re all screwed up and need to work on ourselves. Blame childhood or DNA, but none of us are ready-to-go mate material. Life just doesn’t work that way.”


    “It’s still not right to change for others. We should do it because it’s what we want.”


    Angela sent out a wave of desire that was so strong Greg and half a dozen others rotated toward her.


    Marc groaned. “Mean.” But he gave in and kissed her deeply like she wanted.


    Angela enjoyed the contact and the proof of her point. “Changing for others, as long as it improves our lives, is a good thing. Sometimes souls need help to make big adjustments. If they didn’t have encouragement, motivation, it wouldn’t happen, and then all we would be left with is bitterness and anger.”


    Marc held her close and allowed the feel of her against his body to soothe the annoyance that had been rising. “Thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “Loving me enough to change me instead of letting me sink alone.”


    Angela snuggled into his comforting embrace. “It’s my honor.”


    Adrian and Greg almost drowned in their bitter anger.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twelve


    My Friends


     


     


     


    1


    Cody and Cate turned in tandem and went to the corner where the den mothers were setting up playpens and bouncy chairs for the smaller kids.


    Across the room, Kenn noticed it and frowned. He and Selina had dropped Cody and Cate off with the den mothers after the time control lesson. The girl had been in a good mood again at that point. Now, she looked withdrawn and dazed. Something needs to be done about the damn den mothers!


    Amy joined the twins on shaky legs. More kids left their parents or guardians and went to the corner. Each of them stopped near a baby and waited for instructions.


    “What are you guys doing?” Piper was nervous to have them all come over when they hadn’t been called.


    Cody stared at Tonya’s son without blinking. “Protecting, entertaining, obeying.”


    A chill went up Piper’s spine.


    Marc saw Missy get out of the line and head for Shawn. “Ah, man. That can’t be good.”


    Missy’s awkward stride toward Shawn shifted attention away from the other kids.


    Shawn saw Missy coming. He braced for mental pain.


    Frank also spotted her and stepped closer to supervise the moment. Angela had told him there would be two visits before Shawn left. This was the final one.


    Missy focused on Shawn with a calm face and a weak smile. “Don’t spy this time. Others have that job.”


    Shawn chuckled. “Okay. Anything else?”


    “I’ll miss you. Be careful.” She clutched his hip for a fast hug, then ran back to the den mothers.


    Shawn held in his pain as he looked at Frank. “Guard her with your life.”


    Frank was offended. “And what about her new mother? No concern for her at all?”


    Shawn was already missing both of the females in his life. “Tell her I understand her choice and I wish her nothing but the best.”


    “Tell me yourself, mate.”


    Shawn found Selina standing behind him.


    Selina grinned at the pink party hat that he was wearing, but she wasn’t staying long enough to care about fitting in. She had volunteered for guard duty. She’d just wanted to come and check on Missy. I also wanted to tell the bloke goodbye.


    Shawn followed his instincts and opened his arms.


    Selina hugged him tightly and enjoyed it, but there was no spark now and no sense that they were even friends. Everything had changed.


    Shawn felt it too. He let go of her. “Goodbye, Selina.”


    “Goodbye, mate.” Selina went over to Missy. After three weeks in bed, the little girl was pale and weak. She needed to be in the medical bay resting, but she hadn’t wanted to miss the party.


    Selina nodded at Ray as she went by and got a smile nod in return.


    Finished with his patrol now, Ray did a quick count and came up half a dozen names short of who should be here. He compared it to their known locations. Daisey and Ralph were in the medical bay, and so were Terry and Daniella. Ellie was avoiding Charlie because of his decision to go on Tonya’s run. She wouldn’t be coming to the party. Gus was supposed to stop by. He was currently in his cabin, unpacking. Crissy was here with the den mothers and looking unhappy. Ray assumed that was because her mom was being stalked.


    As if conjured by his count, Bernice hurried into the ballroom. Her hair was wild and so were her eyes. Her clothes were wrinkled, and her skin was paler than anyone was used to seeing on her.


    Ray slid between her and Parker as the filthy man also entered. “Get out!”


    Ray put a hand on his knife hilt when Parker’s mouth opened to protest. “I’ll gut you and throw you out for bait!”


    Everyone who saw them glared at Parker or offered kind words to Bernice. Several Eagles tried to tell her they would protect her, with no strings attached.


    Bernice hurried over to the kids, embarrassed.


    Parker went back out into the hall to wait.


    Ray searched for Angela in the crowd, hoping for an arrest order at the very least.


    Angela denied them all. “Leave him alone, for now.”


    That confirmed she had plans for Parker. People assumed he had to be caught in an act of violence, like Trent had been.


    Bernice hugged her daughter.


    Angela caught Bernice’s attention. “It’s time for you to talk to Gus.”


    Angela had done the research and discovered why Bernice wasn’t asking for help, but that had to change, and the pretty woman had to be the one to do it. “In this camp, the women get to pick. If Gus makes the choice for you, we won’t be able to approve it because your feelings aren’t being considered. Just tell him what you need.”


    “That is not permitted for my kind!”


    “You’re not bound by those ancient laws unless you want to be!” Angela gestured angrily at the witnesses. “I’m changing the future for all of us, Bernice. Even water people can be free now. All you have to do is fight for it. Think of your daughter and what this will mean for her when the time comes!”


    A lot of people were confused by the exchange, but Bernice understood. If she went against the natural design, Crissy wouldn’t have to suffer this fate when she reached puberty. All she had to do was use her courage and take a chance. If he says no…


    “He won’t. Talk to him. Tell him everything in your heart.”


    Bernice trusted Angela. “I will.” Now that the boss had ordered it, Bernice already felt better.


    Angela motioned toward the rear entrance. “It will buy you a minute or two.”


    Bernice hugged her daughter again, then went to the employee door where staff used to bring in food for the guests. She vanished quickly.


     


    Out in the main corridor, Parker’s head lifted. He sniffed the air and got up. He was out of sight a few seconds later.


     


    Ray scowled toward the boss. “He needs to go.”


    “All in good time.” And speaking of time… Angela subtly checked her watch. Right on schedule.


    A normal woman who had been nervously watching the kids now frowned. “What’s going on over there?”


    People began turning toward that corner.


    Jennifer glanced down and saw Autumn’s eyes were glowing. She studied the dazed kids who were all in the corner and then looked back at her daughter. “What are you doing?”


    Autumn smiled. Calling my friends.


    Jennifer made a dangerous connection. “That can’t be right. You’re a seer, not a magnet. You don’t have a calling gift!”


    Angela shrugged when Jennifer regarded her in confused desperation. “We can have more than one skill.”


    “But that’s a main skill. How can she have two main skills?!” Being both a seer and a magnet was so dangerous and powerful that it would put Autumn at the top of every tracker’s list the minute they went home.


    Kyle put a hand on Jennifer’s wrist. “Her birth was…different.”


    They were all flashed to that night.


     


    Angela confirmed what mattered most to the future. One good, one bad. And we won’t know which?


    The witch raised a hand with long, jagged claws. Yes. Let them both die and spare Safe Haven. That’s the choice he would make.


    Angela understood that to be the truth, but she wasn’t Adrian. She hadn’t hardened that much yet. I’ll tend to them in whatever way is required. Do it.


    A vivid bolt of crimson light shot from the witch’s hand and slammed into Jennifer’s contracting stomach.


    Kyle jerked back, stung by the heat.


    Angela held up a hand in warning. “Stay back. She still wants you.”


    Kyle scowled, watching Jennifer’s face heat up to match the burning of her skin. “What are you...she doing?”


    “Closing, cauterizing–”


    “Ahhh!”


    Kyle shoved through the heat to take Jennifer’s hand at the scream.


    In his mind, the witch groaned, Yes. Let them feel your love!


    Kyle didn’t resist the drawing.


    Angela allowed the witch to meddle. With the knowledge of 50/50, it couldn’t hurt. Angela was already planning to have the evil twin removed at the first clear sign and it was heartbreaking. If the witch could stop that future, it was worth whatever mark the witch was stitching into their DNA. When it came to the evil Cesar and his minions had carried, his kids needed any help they could get.


     


    Jennifer’s heart thumped. They’d assumed the tiny boy who’d died was the evil twin.


    Marc’s attention went to Cate and Cody. He was horrified. “That can’t be true.”


    Jennifer agreed. “It’s impossible to tell when they’re young, right?”


    “We’ve only known a few kid twin sets since the war. It hasn’t been proven that one of them will always be bad.” Angela didn’t want the dozen twins in here to believe they were doomed to be evil.


    Marc grunted. “But it hasn’t been disproven either, right?”


    She also didn’t want them to forget that it was possible. “No.”


    “Damn.” Jennifer searched for a light in that darkness. “Have we known many adult twins?”


    “A few. Dean and Dillan, Darren and Dari.” Marc considered his own twin. Melanie hadn’t been evil as far as he knew, but he’d been too young and too scared of their mother to be able to judge that accurately.


    His uncle came to mind. Rico’s twin, Oric, had been killed by his brother’s hand.


    “We still can’t judge it from that. Rico might have been the bad one. In fact, of the adult twins we’ve met, none of them were really…” Tonya stopped talking as she realized that wasn’t helpful.


    With everyone’s thoughts open, Autumn discovered the death of her twin brother.


    She began to cry. Bubby!


    Every kid in the ballroom rotated toward her with dazed, glazed, shuffling steps that reminded the witnesses of zombie films.


    Queasiness hit all of the pregnant women.


    Brittani sucked in a breath, hands going to her large stomach. “Easy, girls. Easy.”


    On the dance floor, Anna held her thumbs in her palms to keep from puking.


    The teenagers came toward Autumn, pushing through the shocked crowd with stiff movements. Troy, the cook assistant, Laura’s nieces, and the Roberts boys reached her first. They brought up barriers around the girl in thick layers.


    Jennifer was inside those shields too, but she barely noticed as she picked up the crying baby and tried to comfort her.


    Other babies started crying, filling the ballroom with misery from Isabel and Goldie’s twins, Candy’s girls, and all of the babies who’d been rescued from Reicher’s lab.


    Dog and the cats flew into the ballroom with ruffled fur.


    Where is it?!


    We kill it!


    Save the human pups!


    People moved away from the angry animals.


    Little Kane started crying. So did Mike and Mia. Amy and Missy were next.


    Kyle carefully lifted his son while trying to figure out what they could say to Autumn to get her under control. Her pain tasted like salty fire in the back of his throat.


    Samantha’s boys began to shriek.


    Little Mathew joined them. KJ followed.


    Startled by all the noise, Roy also started crying. He turned to Cody, who held him. Cate hugged Crissy. All four of them were shedding tears that hit the floor and mixed together.


    Alicia came toward them, also being called. Her enforcer shield crackled to life, scaring the normals even more.


    The only one who didn’t react was Karleen.


    Angela regarded Sarah. Explain, quickly.


    Sarah wasn’t sure if she was in trouble. I didn’t let Autumn connect my host to her hive. She can’t feel it.


    “It’s a hive!” Jennifer reached out with her enforcer gift and disconnected it from Autumn’s end.


    The pain began to fade. Cries lowered and then stopped. Silence fell except for Autumn’s sad sounds.


    “Lower your shields.”


    All of the kids obeyed Ed’s order, blinking and yawning. They didn’t know why they’d had shields up at all.


    Jennifer and Kyle were now running through the common things people said to anyone who’d lost a loved one, but none of it was working.


    Normal camp members stared in fear, making it imperative to get the situation under control, but the Eagles didn’t know what to do.


    Dog went to the crowd of kids and suffered through their sticky touches on a patrol to make sure all of them were okay.


    “Let me try.” Daryl came over and lifted the girl from Jennifer’s arms without waiting for permission. He walked toward the window.


    The cats followed him suspiciously.


    “Bad people killed your brother.” Daryl spoke to the girl as if she was old enough to understand him. In her mind, she was. “We made them pay for it. They can’t ever hurt anyone else.”


    Autumn’s cries slowly subsided into heaving catches that made Daryl hurt for her. “Yes, we have power, but we can’t bring back the dead, baby.”


    He patted her little arm. “I wish we could too. I’ve lost a lot of friends since the war. I miss them.”


    Daryl lifted her so she could view the sunset through the window. “We have to hold onto the beautiful parts of life and let the bad things sink under the water. That’s how we go on.”


    Fresh tears rolled over Autumn’s red cheeks.


    Daryl nodded. “Yes, that’s why your mommy gets sad. She loved your brother too. You can talk to her about it, and she’ll tell you the truth now.”


    Jennifer understood keeping secrets wasn’t going to be possible anymore. She looked at Kyle.


    Kyle took her hand. “We’ll do it tonight, together.” Autumn didn’t know who her real father was or what he’d done. The time for that censored conversation had arrived sooner than either of them was ready for.


    Daryl held the calming baby and began humming a soft tune with no words that he used on his coming children when he needed them to settle down so they wouldn’t be born yet.


    The humming flowed through the ballroom, calming the nerves of the magic users, but it didn’t work on the normals.


    “He’s an animaler.” Adrian came through the crowd. “Brittani is a corporeal. Their triplets will be a fascinating mix.”


    Angela scowled at him. “You don’t have time to think like a scientist!”


    Adrian sighed. “What am I supposed to be doing instead?”


    Angela motioned as she spoke. “Taking over point and getting this party under control.”


    Adrian’s fast scan revealed serious issues to be handled, or there might be another riot and more deaths. He scowled. “You always give me the shit work!”


    Angela laughed. “Well, you are a steaming pile.”


    Adrian jerked his hand. “Ed, lock her.”


    Ed frowned when he saw the target. “She’s normal.”


    Adrian glared at Lisa. “Her child isn’t. Lock it, or she’ll finish the curse she was about to put on Erin while we’re all distracted.”


    Tonya pointed at Lisa. “And now you know why I’ve never liked you!”


    Greg understood his child had been in danger, and he hadn’t known it. He immediately changed his mind about Erin going. “You’re right. You’ll be safer with me.”


    Lisa stepped toward them. “No! I need you! You were mine first!”


    Dace was shocked. “What?!”


    Erin was furious. “You bitch!”


    Ed used his enforcer power to lock Lisa’s baby. Then he brought up a barrier around her to prevent Erin from throwing the magic hit that she was now gathering.


    The reminder that an enforcer could lock them at any stage sent a fresh ripple of unease through the already tense people. Coming from the magic users this time, it rubbed off on the normals and made things worse.


    Greg covered Erin in a shield to hold in her spell if she fired, but he glowered at Lisa. “You’ve gone too far this time!”


    “Fuck you and that skank!”


    “Lisa!”


    Lisa rounded on Dace. “What do you care?! I’m just a maid and a verbal punching bag for you now!”


    “That’s not true!”


    Jack snorted. “Yes, it is.”


    That trio dissolved into a shouting match while Erin continued to gather energy for a spell, and Greg kept a shield up to stop it from landing.


    Adrian faced the group of normals who were scanning the kids and collecting their courage to grab one of them as a defense. “Go to sleep!”


    He sent his strongest version.


    The spell slammed into the normals and dropped them to the ground.


    Other normals started to panic. They hurried toward an exit, bumping into people and tables. Punch cups hit the floor and splattered bright red liquid across the ballroom that reminded everyone of the last bloody slaughter.


    Fern rose from the table where she’d been talking to Gordon. She hurried over to protect Timmy, leaving Gordon to fend for himself like he’d unknowingly done to her.


    Timmy’s heart thumped as she slid against his back. “Thanks.”


    “Stay close.” Fern frowned at the people around them.


    “Damn it!” Adrian lifted a shield around the panicking group of normals and held up his hands as he approached. “They’re only sleeping! They were about to kidnap one of our kids!”


    Upon hearing that, magic users started gathering power for a final battle that would leave none of the untrustworthy camp members alive.


    In the midst of all the chaos, mental bells began ringing.


    Only five people heard them.


    Wade was thrilled. He’d been hoping to get the call, and he had faith that Adrian would be able to regain control of this situation. Samantha and Neil were shielding their kids and a few others, though, just in case.


    Marc didn’t need the bell in his mind. He’d been sticking close to his wife since they arrived. “Shut it off.”


    Tonya liked getting the call, but she hated to leave things in such a fragile state when there was a chance that Kenn and her son could get hurt.


    Kenn tried to roll his chair toward the kids, strangely calm. He attributed it to the after effects of the sedative. I’ve got the kids. You cover the boss.


    Piper caught their exchange and glared at Angela. “What are you doing?”


    “Calling my crew. You get to care for my heart.” Angela gestured toward the employee entrance.


    All of her chosen team began making their way over to that exit without drawing attention away from the multiple dramas that were taking place.


    Jennifer caught Neil’s attention as she reached the doorway.


    Neil nodded. He and Samantha were already holding shields over the kids and den mothers. It was easy to expand those barriers over Daryl, Autumn, and the stroller with Kane


    Charlie went toward the kids and den mothers too, while Piper carefully took Karleen from her mother.


    Near the main entrance, Conner glanced around in angry disappointment that the party had been ruined. People were shouting. Bodies were on the floor. The floor was a mess. Emotions were on fire. “This wasn’t what I wanted!”


    Candy decided now was as good a time as any to get what she needed. It’s not like I can make this moment any worse. She handed Conner a pouch.


    Conner looked inside it and froze.


    Candy leered, ignoring everything going on around them. “Tonight’s the night.”


    They’d delayed the wedding, but Candy was tired of waiting for the physical connection with him. They were sharing a cabin and not having sex, though they had done quite a bit of playing around. She didn’t care about the rules or the deals they’d made with Angela anymore. Enough is enough. It’s my life, and I’m going to live it!


    Conner was knocking out two orgasms a night by hand just to stick to those rules and deals, earning the nickname double knocker from the Eagles who did duty at night, but he’d kept his honor and kept them out of trouble. He was proud of himself for that. “Why now?”


    Candy refused to lie. “They all assume you’ll abandon me afterward. I need to know you’ll stay. Getting married doesn’t matter if you drink the milk and then go chasing another cow.”


    “I won’t do that!”


    “Good. Now prove it.”


    Conner shoved the pouch of condoms into his pocket and tried to remember how to breathe so he could think of a way out.


    Across the ballroom, Adrian and Ed had gotten between the kids and everyone else, only letting their parents or guardians through.


    The normals were afraid and offended.


    “We can’t trust them! They always use their magic!”


    The magic users were angry and offended.


    “You were going to hurt our kids!”


    “I wouldn’t do that!”


    “And I didn’t use magic on you!”


    “Freak!”


    “Mouth-breathing idiot!”


    More shouting erupted. People went to one side or the other to be ready when the fight started. Parents hurried over to protect their kids.


    The Eagles tried to calm things down as they joined Adrian and Ed in the middle.


    “Stop it!”


    “We’re on the same side!”


    Dog came to Ray’s side, growling softly to add his support to the Eagles.


    The normals retreated further, made even more twitchy at the sight of the huge wolf that they knew wasn’t normal.


    Ray pointed at a scared rookie. “Do not fire that weapon!”


    Adrian felt the situation spiraling out of control. He considered their boss and how she would handle it. Calmly talking wasn’t going to work, and he wasn’t funny enough to use humor to diffuse the coming explosion. That only left one option.


    Magic filled the ballroom, but it wasn’t the calm, confident leadership everyone had come to expect from Adrian. It was thick, hot, furious. It pushed through the room, grabbing attention and causing shields to lift all through the crowd.


    “Shut up and be still, or I’ll fry us all right here and now!”


     


     


    2


    Out in the drafty hallway, Angela radiated approval. “He’s learning.


    Marc was lingering by the exit they’d just come through. “Our kids are still in there, Angie.”


    Jennifer and Kyle frowned at him.


    “Do you think she would have left any kids in there if something bad was about to happen?”


    “You have to learn to trust your wife, Marc.”


    Marc knew they were right, but it was hard. The waves of anger and panic coming from the ballroom were thick, frightening.


    Tonya resumed teaching him, like she’d been doing since Tilly’s death. “You spent time as a medic. Use what you learned.”


    Marc pulled the mental medical armor over his emotions, but it only blocked out some of the concern. He used his time in the lab to cover more of it as he forced his feet to follow the small group.


    “Where to first?” Wade trusted her, but he also wanted this over with so he could spend time with Neil and Samantha before they left.


    “My locker.” Angela led the way to the small locker room that was just down this hallway. They could still hear the chaos as they entered the windowless room.


    Angela opened her locker and took out her kit. She put it on her shoulders.


    Marc also had a locker in here. “Should I get it?”


    “You will not be participating. There’s no need for your rifle.”


    He’d moved it here a week ago to keep it from being stolen or damaged in the last riot. This small space hadn’t been touched at all.


    Angela glanced around. “None of you are participating. You are observers, live recorders, replacements, and negotiators if I fail.”


    She went back out into the passageway.


    The ship was mostly empty, with almost everyone in the ballroom. Marc’s heart began to pound as the action moment sped closer.


    A familiar form appeared ahead of them.


    Angela stopped her when Amanda would have kept going to the ballroom. “I need a tracker.”


    Amanda reluctantly obeyed, stopping. “Give me a name.”


    “Parker.”


    Amanda’s face lit up as she began scanning this deck for his signature on her grid. “What am I doing with him when he’s found?”


    “Delivering a message.”


    “Aww. I don’t get to eat him or anything?”


    Angela chuckled. “Later, if he disobeys me.”


    “Okay. Cool.” Now engrossed in her task, Amanda didn’t look at Marc, and she barely registered the chaos that was starting to calm as Adrian continued to threaten both sides of the crowd with death. Tracking was a skill that she didn’t get to use very often. “Show me Parker.”


    A faint red dot appeared on her grid.


    Jennifer and Kyle memorized how she’d done that so they could practice it themselves later. They hadn’t had much training yet with their tracking gifts.


    Tonya wasn’t happy with Angela’s choice. “You’re not going to remove Parker? He’s been stalking a woman in our camp; she’s terrified. You’ve killed people for less.”


    Angela didn’t answer as she followed Amanda through the ship. Explaining things was no longer her style. She was leading by example and teaching through hands-on moments that would still be burning in their brains long after she was gone. In short, I’m no longer the easy-going leader who took over for the blond bastard we just left behind. I’m something new, something different, something powerful that can’t be manipulated or stopped unless I allow it.


    Wade grinned. “Building that courage, Boss?”


    Angela laughed. “Nope. I’m sending out a warning.”


    “To whom?”


    “Certainly not my friends.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirteen


    Three Times a Fight


    The Little Gym


     


     


     


    1


    Thud!


    A groan echoed.


    “It sounds like someone is already using the cage.” Alicia slowed as she and Margret approached the little gym. “Maybe we should come back later.”


    Thud! “Damn, that stings.”


    Margret recognized the voice and scowled. “Figures. That bitch is always first at everything I want!”


    “Come in here and say that to my face!”


    Alicia grabbed her sister’s arm when she started to march in and answer Ellie’s challenge. “Charlie won’t want you if we hurt his mate.”


    “Shut up, you little nut job! Let her come in!”


    Alicia glared. “Though she is asking for it…”


    “Mitchels stick together.” Margret pulled free and entered the gym.


    Alicia followed, hoping this didn’t get them both banished. I want to be able to come back someday and claim my Brady.


    Ellie glowered at the little girl. “The alpha won’t let you have Cody as your mate. You’re a Mitchel! And even if by some miracle, or debt, she agrees, his dad never will!”


    Margret had tried to tell Alicia that too, but she hated it that Ellie was reading their thoughts. That was only possible because power rubbed off. It was more proof that Charlie had been loving the normal, but not her. “Alicia can date anyone she wants when she’s older!”


    Ellie wiped her bloody hands on her hips and sneered. “Mitchels and Bradys do not belong together. They’re good, the light. Mitchels are bad, the darkness. Stick to your own kind!”


    Margret understood this was because of Charlie’s choice to leave. She smirked. “I’ll be alone with him for months on this run. Anything might happen.”


    Ellie punched the heavy bag that was hanging next to the cage. Blood flew from the split skin over her knuckles and speckled the bars.


    There was no one else in the gym to see the punching bag that was flecked in blood and being knocked against the side of the cage with each flurry of punches Ellie threw. Her jeans and t-shirt were also dotted with blood. Menacing vibes surrounded her in a dangerous defense.


    Ellie paused again to scan their unruffled, cool faces in contempt. Mitchels were the last people on earth that she wanted to be around right now. That’s why she hadn’t gone to the party. There was no way she could shake Conner’s hand while knowing Charlie was leaving, partly, because he wanted to shag Conner’s cousin.


    Margret stopped herself from rubbing it in again. Ellie was ready to fight. Margret wouldn’t mind mixing it up with her if they were using Eagle rules, but Ellie’s fury was intimidating, and they were alone.


    Alicia marched toward the cage without fear.


    Ellie’s lip curled. “Gonna let the little meanie take your place, huh? No wonder he has to sneak off just to nail you. Coward!”


    Margret’s face flamed. She stomped toward the cage even though she knew it was a bad idea.


    Alicia stopped in front of Ellie, eyes blazing. “One more name and I’ll zap you!”


    Ellie slapped the little girl, sending blood and shock across her face.


    Alicia drew energy to fire.


    Ellie slapped her again, knocking the girl to the ground. “You don’t scare me. Magic doesn’t scare me. Slam you and your damn family!”


    Ellie spun around in time to catch Margret’s fist before it could hit her in the head. She shoved the older girl back. “Cheater!”


    “Baby beater!”


    Ellie punched Margret in the mouth, then spun around and drew back to do the same to her little sister.


    Alicia cringed against the floor.


    Ellie hesitated.


    Margret drilled her in the temple and then did it again as she stumbled.


    Alicia hit her with a nasty zap that drew a scream from her mouth.


    Enraged, Ellie let go of the little control she had left. She kicked Alicia in the gut to disable her, then chased Margret, who’d turned to run. She snagged the girl’s cloak and yanked, ripping it and jerking her backward.


    Margret covered her head as Ellie delivered a beating. This wasn’t like the riot, where the sisters had been allowed to use their magic. If they consumed this normal, they would be executed. That left physical fighting, and neither of them was good at it.


    The shouts and cries should have drawn a guard, but Selina wasn’t on duty yet, and the other Eagles were on different decks. That was another reason Ellie had come here. She hadn’t wanted to see their sympathy or their smugness.


    Ellie felt danger coming. She ducked and spun, swinging out at the same time.


    The magic zap went over her head. Her slap connected, sending Alicia back to the ground.


    Both Mitchel girls whimpered for real as Ellie drew back to do it again.


    Ellie slung blood from her hands onto the floor between them instead. “Useless cheaters!”


    She stomped over to the cage and began hitting the heavy bag again. More blood flew from her knuckles and coated the bag with a fresh layer of her pain.


    Footsteps echoed sharply outside the gym, then stopped. All three females felt someone scanning them.


    “Would anyone like to explain what happened here?”


    Ellie stood taller and kept punching. “I’m not scared of you either. Fuck off out of here, Enforcer A!”


    Amanda pulled the ugly replay from the minds of her daughters, along with the fact that they’d tried to gang up on a normal. She hated to see them hurt, especially her youngest, but she couldn’t help being impressed that Ellie had disabled two magic users. She waited for one of them to speak.


    Margret sensed the trouble they might be in. She wiped her bloody face and glared at Ellie. “Teach me to fight.”


    Ellie ignored their mother as she looked at the sisters. “Both of you?”


    Alicia immediately nodded and went toward the cage. She always recovered faster than her sister whenever they got caught doing something they shouldn’t have.


    Ellie was also aware of the trouble she might be in for hitting someone so much younger than herself. “Fine, but if you zap me again, I’ll knock your teeth out!”


    “No magic this time.” Margret approached the cage nervously. “And no beating us without a reason.”


    “Oh, I have a reason, and you know it!”


    Margret smirked. “I’ll be alone with him for months. Even if you beat my ass 10 times today, I’ll still be with him and you won’t!”


    Amanda turned away from the new fight that started. She looked at the group of people in the corridor behind her.


    Angela shrugged. “There were a lot of reasons I approved Ellie as a match with my son. It wasn’t just because she isn’t a Mitchel.”


    “She’s ruthless.” Jennifer was a little worried for the Mitchel girls. She pointed at the camera. “Get an Eagle down here to supervise.”


    There wasn’t an answer, but they all felt the relief of whoever was on duty in the bridge. That person clearly hadn’t known what to do about it.


    “But her family line was a deciding factor?” When Angela nodded, Amanda tried not to be angry on behalf of her daughter, her family, and failed.


    Angela mirrored Ellie’s snotty tone. “I won’t approve a match with your daughters, and even if by some miracle I did, Marc never will.”


    Marc confirmed that. “No Mitchels with Bradys!”


    Amanda felt that blow. She was humiliated and furious in ways that would have to have an outlet once she was alone.


    Angela gestured. “You still have a job to finish. Let the kids work things out for themselves.”


    “It won’t change anything.” Amanda couldn’t keep the smugness out of her tone either. “He’s still leaving with us. She’s right that he wants Margret enough to disobey you. That’s why he’s leaving with us.”


    Instead of punching Amanda like everyone expected, Angela grinned. “Would you like to place a wager on that?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good.” Angela held out her hand. “If you’re right about why he’s leaving, all of the Mitchels can come back, even your brother.”


    Amanda hesitated now, aware of Marc’s protest and the surprise of the others. Angela wouldn’t make a bet like that unless she was sure of the outcome. “And if you win?”


    “None of you are welcome here. Safe Haven will be off limits to all Mitchels, for the rest of time.”


    “Yes!” Marc pointed. “Make the bet.”


    Amanda’s hand went into her pocket. She strode down the hall without shaking on it.


    Angela followed, now the one smirking. “She’s also learning.”


    Behind them, the sound of someone being knocked to the cage floor echoed.
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    “Come on in.”


    Bernice lowered her hand. She hadn’t had time to knock. She stood there, unsure now. Water people had rules to follow, and no one knew what might happen if she rebelled.


    Gus opened the door to his cabin and retreated to let her enter.


    Bernice came in and shut the door with her foot. She immediately felt better.


    Gus kept distance between them, not wanting her to feel crowded. He also tried not to gawk at her, but she was so beautiful that it was hard to keep his eyes on the floor. He studied his leg instead.


    It was a lot better now that he’d been given so many healing treatments, but there was still an ugly burn scar that would probably remain forever as a reminder that landmines were deadly and normals couldn’t be trusted.


    “You are busy?”


    “Not really.” Gus was packing his kit and rearranging things in the cabin how he wanted them. He’d just been considering what it would be like to live alone. It felt wrong to ask Bernice to bunk with him now. She’d just been through a rough run. She needed time to herself to recharge and consider everything that had happened.


    Bernice examined the neat cabin. Half of it was empty. “Greg moved?”


    “It was going to be me, but they decided they would have more space for a crib in Erin’s cabin.” Gus studied the woman he loved. He’d heard about her adventures, her actions, her problem. She felt stronger to him now, and harder. He wasn’t sure if he liked it, but he didn’t consider telling her how to live her life. He just wanted her to be happy.


    Bernice tried again to start a conversation. “I have heard that you are going to live with me.”


    Gus flushed. “That was Greg’s idea. He wanted to move Erin in here with him. I told him I’d talk to you about it. Then we were sent out on runs. I’m sorry for the rumor.”


    “I would have said yes.”


    Gus grinned. “Really?” He took a step toward her and then stopped.


    Footsteps paused outside the cabin.


    Bernice shivered.


    Gus kept his voice calm and reasonable. “Many women in this camp don’t want men to interfere when they go through things like this. They want to handle it themselves.”


    Gus had talked to Crissy and gotten enough details to understand what Bernice needed from him, but it still had to be her choice. Willingness mattered to him more than the rules of her kind.


    Bernice refused. “I do not like to perform acts of violence.”


    Gus thought of what she’d done on her run.


    Bernice hated herself for that. “I will never do it again!”


    Gus took another step toward her. “Is it okay if I handle the problem?”


    “Will there be violence?”


    “Oh, yeah.”


    “Good.” Bernice stepped away from the door.


    Gus rushed over and yanked it open.


    Parker looked up in hateful panic. The lighter in his hand dropped to the carpet.


    Gus stomped out the flame as he swung, nailing Parker in the face.


    “Again!”


    Gus was bothered by Bernice’s shout. It meant Parker had terrified her. He hit the man square in the mouth this time, trying to break his jaw or knock out a tooth.


    Blood and saliva speckled the wall and carpet.


    Bernice cheered.


    Gus hammered Parker in the face, the stomach, and the chest, making sure each hit left a mark. He wanted to kill the skeevy little man, but he made himself stop with a severe beating.


    Parker had no defense. He wasn’t a fighter, and he wasn’t near enough to the water to call the Ocean King for help. He took the beating without even trying to defend himself.


    Gus was disgusted. He hit the man one more time, then shoved him down the hallway. “Stay away from her, or next time I won’t stop until you’re dead!”


    Bernice slid aside so Gus could come back into the cabin.


    Gus shut the door and then stood there, trying to get his anger under control. He didn’t want Bernice to be scared of him.


    “Thank you!” Bernice slid into his arms and kissed him.


    Gus wrapped her up with bruised hands that smeared Parker’s blood onto her clothes.


    Bernice put her arms around his neck and pushed her body against him. “You have fought for me and won. I am yours now.”


    Lust and love combined as he kissed her.


    She moaned.


    Gus’s hand slid to her ass.


    Bernice sucked on his tongue.


    Gus lifted her into his big arms and took her to his bed.
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    Parker staggered around the corner and dropped to the floor, crying and holding his stomach while blood ran from his nose and his mouth. He hurt everywhere.


    “Parker.”


    He jumped, twisting away from that voice. He was only afraid of two souls on this ship, and he sensed both of them were close enough to finish what Gus had started.


    Amanda leaned down, enjoying the moment. “I have a message for you, from the boss.”


    Parker forced himself to hold still. He trembled.


    “You blew it. The boss sent you on a run to help you prove you can be just as useful as an Eagle without having to be one, but you blew it. Now, if you want to stay in this camp, you have to join her army and change. If you can’t do that, leave on Tonya’s run and don’t ever come back.”


    Amanda stood up, sneering. “I hope you ignore her and stay without joining the Eagles. I’m very hungry these days. I want to know what you taste like.”


    Amanda walked away.


    Parker resumed crying.


     


    At the other end of the passageway, Angela observed.


    The five people with her did the same. Most of them also hoped Parker disobeyed so he would be removed.


    “I have a reason for sparing him.”


    Tonya, Jennifer, Kyle, Wade, and Marc assumed it was connected to what she was about to do, but even if it wasn’t, they were all sure Parker wouldn’t be alive much longer, no matter what he chose. He’d been trying to set the carpet on fire. It was probably just to smoke Bernice out, but it could have killed her and everyone else on this ship.


    Angela walked toward the top deck, occasionally glancing at the monitors that were on in every area they passed. The calming engagement party was showing in one corner. The cleaned medical bay was next to it. The bottom screen on the right showed the top deck that was dotted with supplies for Tonya’s run and the beautiful sunset behind the ship. The last screen was flashing different areas, revealing empty living quarters, an empty mess, and an empty relief deck.


    The halls had been restored to their worn glory. All the bodies had been removed. Several had gone overboard when the top deck was cleared. The only fighting up there had been between rioters, but even that had resulted in several deaths. The rest of the reeking corpses were still stacked outside the incinerator, waiting for their turn to burn.


    Angela and her chosen team climbed the stairs to the top deck together. They went up the ramp, breathing deeply of the fresh air. They paused with her while she scanned the island for problems.


    All of them were doing that whenever they came up here. After having so many loose ends come back to haunt them, they’d learned to keep expecting trouble.


    Tonya was scanning too. “Anything?”


    Angela shook her head. “It feels dead.”


    People winced.


    Angela went toward the ladder. “It’s not, though. Things are growing again. In a few months, most of the charred places won’t be visible anymore. A year from now, camp members won’t think about it when they walk over the vine-covered jungle paths that will try to trip them. Five years from now, no one will be able to tell there was ever a fire or a flood.”


    Tonya stayed by the boss. “Will all of us be here then?”


    Angela scanned the group with her and sighed. “No.”


    She descended the ladder before anyone could ask who would be missing or where they would be.


    Bret watched them from the bridge, fighting with himself not to beg her to stay on the ship. No one had noticed when she sent him here during the party, not even his dad. Most of the time, Angela was the only one who cared if he lived or died. Be careful!


    I love you too, Bret. Angela walked over the gently bobbing dock while scanning the empty steamship that was now hers. Sitting near the cove, it had been searched again and anchored. At some point, she would officially claim it and add it to her fleet. The other ships were in the cove or anchored near there. Only the cruise liner and Tonya’s ship were at this dock.


    Gentle waves lapped against the beach as they stepped onto the island. The sand was soft beneath their boots after being on the ship again. Better smells came, pushing out the stench of burning flesh and some of the harsh memories. Everyone welcomed the feeling, even Marc, who sometimes still had nightmares about clearing this island. The ghosts of the dead didn’t rest easy.


    They went by empty animal pens and squares of bare ground covered in layers of sloppy shit. Larger pens had been built in town, near the orchard, and the animals had been relocated there last night. This space along the beach had been eaten down to the roots, and was covered in waste. A crew would collect some of it for their composting boxes and for fertilizer, but not until it was dry and able to be mixed with the dirt under it.


    All of the animals, except for Dog and the cats, were in pens in town or doing patrols so they wouldn’t be in the way down here. Even the scarred, abused horse was bunking with the goats right now. Daryl had accomplished that by himself, moving each animal with kind words and calm vibes. Their builder was developing a lot of skills while caring for his pregnant wife and assembling Safe Haven’s home.


    Kyle had been listening as they left the ship. The guards still hadn’t noted their absence. They were too busy watching the party on the monitors like it was a TV program. “It’s a sad state of affairs when this many seniors can slip out, and no one notices.”


    Nods met Kyle’s observation, but it didn’t get the chuckles he’d been hoping for. No one was in the mood. What they were about to do, what Angela was about to do, was beyond risky.


    “Nature won’t break the truce. That’s why you guys have to be over here, and I have to be on the dock. It’s the one place that isn’t covered by our deal.”


    No one argued with her, but they all stressed about it. They had loved ones and friends on that ship who would be in danger if she was wrong.


    Angela didn’t tell them she was bringing them over here to be targets in case that happened. If Nature did break the truce, she would come to the island to attack Jennifer first, which meant the ship and everyone on it would be spared.


    Angela led them to the top of the hill. They had a great view of the two ships, the small beach, and the dock. The sky behind the ships was alive with stunning colors that reminded them beauty still existed in this harsh new world.


    “This shouldn’t take long.” Angela looked at Marc. “I know this is hard for you. Lean on your team, and it will be over before you know it.”


    Marc snorted bitterly, but he didn’t argue.


    Some of the witnesses took that as a sign that he was finally learning to accept her choices.


    Angela took a canteen out of her kit and hung it on her belt.


    Kyle recognized the canteen from Neil’s run.


    Angela frowned at Marc. “If you do that, I won’t be happy about it.”


    People realized he was planning to interfere.


    “You’d do the same for me!”


    “Yes, I would.” She turned toward the dock. “If he takes a single step toward me, lock him in your shields. I don’t want any of you to leave this island.”


    All of the magic users gathered energy to follow her orders.


    Marc walked to the nearest tree and leaned his forehead against the bare bark. “Maybe if I don’t watch…”


    The others felt sympathy for him. They didn’t like what she was about to do either, but they weren’t in love with her. It was easier for them to obey.


    Marc turned around, heart pounding. “I wish the damn Mitchels were here.”


    Kyle agreed, but Amanda was doing rounds of vital areas now, and Adrian had been left on point in the ballroom. He was fully distracted with that duty. It was unlikely that he even knew Angela had left the ship.


    Angela gathered energy between her hands and shaped a glowing blue ball, copying what she’d observed in the memories of the shark crew.


    Then she concentrated on her nemesis. “I need to speak with you about a problem that is not related to our rivalry.”


    Angela stepped back onto the dock without getting an answer.


    She dropped the ball of energy into the calm water next to the dock, concentrating. “I need to talk to you. It is not about our truce.”


    The ocean swallowed the glowing blue ball with a tiny splash.


    Silence still met her request, but Angela knew that dangerous entity was now nearby and listening. She could feel it.


    Angela took the canteen from her belt, opened it, and put it in the middle of the dock. She retreated a few yards and called again. “This isn’t a trick. I have a question about something in nature. I want permission before I do it.”


    Nature appeared near the far end of the dock. She glared at Angela with all of the hatred in her heart.


    Visually, she was just as magnificent as the first time Angela had seen her, even with the missing antler part and the deformed hand that was trying to regenerate. Mentally, Nature’s thoughts were chaotic, indignant, resentful. Angela beamed. “Good evening.”


    Nature hated it that Angela was recovering so fast in comparison. The urge to strike out was nearly overwhelming.


    Angela sensed it. She also felt the arrival of the entity who was always nudging things along. Perfect.


    Angela gestured at the open canteen. “I want to plant that here. Will it unbalance the ecosystem or something?”


    Nature inched forward, craning her long neck to peer inside without getting close. She gasped. “That is not possible!”


    Angela waited, but not idly. She scanned Nature’s mind for new plots and plans.


    Nature was stunned. “You have defeated a Titan!”


    “Not me, a crew I sent out.” Angela didn’t mention that there had been more than one type of Titan beaten. Her enemy didn’t need that information. “What happens if I plant it here on this island?”


    Nature retreated. Some of her hostility faded into concern. “Titans cannot be controlled. Once you place them, they will grow without care for the natural balance. The other life around them will be choked and die. If you feed them even a drop of what they crave, they cannot ever be removed. Even cutting them apart will only create more of them.”


    “Thank you.” Angela slowly came forward and scooped up the canteen. She capped it and hung it back on her belt. “Is there a place where I can plant it without harming anything? It’s the only survivor. I’d like to save it.”


    “Titans are not timid flora to tend! They once ruled everything.” Nature huffed toward the cruise ship. “Until the mortals were created.”


    “So I should destroy it?”


    “I did not say that!” Nature retreated another step. She didn’t like Angela being this close. “Return it to where you found it and let it grow there untouched and forgotten.”


    “Why don’t you want it down here where it can hurt those you hate?”


    Nature’s sexy lip curled. “There are some things even I will not play with. Titans are on that very short list.”


    Angela shrugged as if those words didn’t mean all the difference to her plans. “I will do as you say. Do I need to rush or get it into a better container?”


    “As long as it is submerged in water of any kind, its growth pauses. The container matters not. You could leave it in there for eons, so long as it has the liquid of life and no blood.” Nature twitched as a pulse of agony went through her head and hand at the same time.


    Angela felt a twinge of sympathy for her enemy. “How are you?”


    Nature’s fury spewed out again. “I am in constant pain from your abuse. I can never heal my antler. It hurts!”


    Angela’s dead womb ached. Hatred flew from her lips. “Small price to pay for the deaths of my children!”


    The two females snarled at each other like wounded animals.


    A small pink blur darted closer, nudging things along.


    Angela spun around and tossed out a death spell.


    Fate zigged and avoided it.


    Angela fired again.


    Fate zagged this time and dodged the blow.


    Angela turned and fired a stun spell at her real enemy.


    Nature was caught off guard and hit in full.


    Fate shrieked.


    Nature couldn’t move.


    Angela drew her knife and ran forward. “We’ll end it all right now!”


    In the distance, Angela’s Eagles and her mate observed in hopeful horror as she faced their biggest enemies alone.


    Death appeared on the dock where it met the beach.


    Fate streaked toward Angela.


    The water by the dock parted. The Ocean King rose with his trident in hand.


    Angela dropped to her stomach, letting Fate zoom over instead of going through her heart. She lifted doubled layers of Sarah’s dense shielding around herself as she stood, knife still in hand.


    Fate circled around for another attempt. The small pink creature spotted the Ocean King. She screamed in rage.


    Nature broke free of Angela’s stun spell. She also saw the Ocean King. Fury lifted her brows into wide arches over her glowing eyes.


    Death inched closer to claim whoever lost this epic battle.


    Angela grinned, adrenaline flying. “These are the moments I live for now!”


    Fate, Nature, and the Ocean King all fired at the same time.


    Caught in their crossfire, Angela held tightly to her shields and laughed like a lunatic as all three blows landed.
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    In the ballroom, Selina shivered. Chills went over her spine and caused her skin to go cold. She turned toward the small window, shivering. “Oi. Company just arrived.”


    Even in the chaos of the ballroom, Adrian heard her and instantly knew exactly who she was talking about. He jerked a thumb at Cody. “Point!”


    Cody had only taken a single step toward the upset camp members when Adrian ran out the main door.


    Cody sent a charming smile over the worried, angry people. No matter what happened, he would never be able to pick between the normals and the magic users because of his need to honor the alpha, who both loved them all and hated them all. “Who wants to sneak up to the next deck with me and take in a prize fight?” Almost the entire side of the ship on the floor above them was made of clear glass that illuminated the shopping deck. It was facing the dock.


    People stared and glared, wanting to be the ones fighting.


    Cody grinned. “It’s Angela against Nature. Who wants to place a bet on the boss?”


    Hands shot up. Feet shuffled toward the exit.


    “Help your neighbor get there. Everyone has to see it or the bets don’t count!”


    Cody’s quick call turned a possible stampede into a reluctant helping session where much of the anger faded and the excitement of doing something fun began to spread.


    Neil scooped Cody onto his shoulders and waited with the boy as the ballroom cleared out. Eagles and senior leadership mixed in with the crowd, encouraging the bets, the distraction.


    Piper and the other den mothers stayed with the younger kids, as did Samantha, Ray, and Morgan.


    Returning from doing a round of the ship, Amanda was waiting for them as Neil came out into the hallway with Cody. She’d caught it all. She studied the boy, feeling much like her daughter had for not recognizing someone special.


    Cody grinned at her. “Hiya.”


    Amanda sighed as that Brady charm got under her skin and made her want Marc even more. “I’m your guard.”


    Cody lifted his chin. “Of course you are. That’s why I waited.”


    “Because you’re scared of being attacked?” Amanda sympathized. He was small. It would be easy for someone to hurt him.


    “I waited because a King doesn’t travel alone.”


    Amanda was speechless.


    Neil grinned. “It’s been a rough day for you Mitchels.”


    Amanda laughed bitterly. “Almost makes me glad we’re leaving. Nothing out there can ever surprise me the way this place has.”


    Neil’s amusement fell. “Oh, how I wish that were true.”


    Amanda brought up her invisible shield and vanished.


    Neil followed the crowd.
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    “Is this a play?”


    “What is this?”


    “Are those costumes?”


    Some of the camp members weren’t sure that what they were seeing was real.


    The Eagles watching with them didn’t try to convince anyone. With the normals, it was better if they were left to think what they preferred. Making them face reality was often dangerous for both sides.


    The crowd pushed closer to the glass windows as the battle on the dock below them continued.


     


    Fate only cared about hurting Angela, though the Ocean King was an ancient enemy. She flew against Angela’s dense shields repeatedly, pinging into them and bouncing off into the air. She zoomed right back in, furious that the barriers were stealing energy from her with every blow, but unable to control her rage reaction. “Nudge-nudge!”


    Angela laughed harshly, being jarred on her feet at every hit from the tiny creature. Fate was small but powerful. Angela refused to show fear or regret for this choice as Nature fired again. If this is how I go, so be it!


    Those who caught her thought connected it to Adrian’s pending departure.


    Nature blasted sharp brown tree shards at the Ocean King, who was using Angela as a shield. Shards were stuck all through her defensive barriers, but they were slowly withering as they were absorbed.


    Angela was aware of the process happening, but there wasn’t time to observe it as the Ocean King fired back. Water rushed over her shield, dislodging some of the shards and cutting off her view for a few seconds.


    Fate shrieked as she was hit with the salty liquid. She flew into Angela’s shields again and stuck there this time, screaming as the barriers tried to absorb her.


    Angela saw Nature pause and turn toward the pink entity in concern. Interesting.


    Nature fired around the shield this time, aiming more shards at the Ocean King.


    The water on Angela’s shield receded as he blocked the blast with a wave that rippled out in front of him.


    Fate flew into the air, shaking her acid-covered wings in fury.


    Nature fired again.


    The Ocean King deflected the shards. They slammed into the side of Angela’s barriers instead.


    Angela tried to put more energy into the odd shields and found it wasn’t needed. Everything the barriers had absorbed were now powering them. All she had to do was keep them in place. Delighted with the discovery, Angela reluctantly brought the fight to an end. “We need to talk.”


    The three combatants ignored her.


    Death waited in silent stillness. He hadn’t moved, though he was observing the blows that were being exchanged.


    “Enough!” Before the others could refuse or react, Angela dropped her shields and used her recovered strength and health to push energy into a time slow. It was more powerful than anything they’d used before in fights or lessons, and it only affected herself, Nature, Fate, Death, and the Ocean King.


    Fate’s distorted scream matched Nature’s slowed blast of bark shards and the Ocean King’s watery arrows. All of it decelerated, drawing gasps from the camp members and relief from Angela’s team.


    Death clapped his bony hands. “Amazing.”


    Kyle stepped closer to that apparition, but stopped at Jennifer’s sharp head shake. Later, he vowed.


    Death chuckled dangerously. “So eager. I feel very welcome here.”


    Angela brought up a shield around the slowed shards and arrows, letting go of the time stream. She captured the projectiles and dropped them toward the water. She immediately slowed time again, marveling at the unbridled power at her fingertips. For this moment at least, she was allowed to be herself.


    Nature and Fate were dismayed first and angered second. Their unspoken agreement to work together was evident when Fate nudged Nature into gathering energy for a new assault.


    The Ocean King understood Angela would be unprotected and started drawing a new wave that would engulf the entire dock and everyone on it.


    “Stop it! We’re going to talk now!”


    Fate and Nature kept struggling to get free of the time slow.


    Angela took drastic measures. “Reicher! Sorter!”


    “We’re here.” Reicher appeared on the end of the dock closest to the open ocean, ignoring the shock of the witnesses and the glowers from his family and former captives.


    The Sorter, clothed in the same ancient, tattered robes, blinked at the feel of the fading sunlight on his skin. It’s been too long!


    Angela gestured at her captives. “Upon my call, you will sort them all.”


    Nature and Fate stopped fighting to get free, now terrified.


    The Ocean King and Death observed arrogantly, as if they were above it all.


    Reicher smoothed a wrinkle from his royal red robe. “Yes, Alpha.” He’d been observing from Hell. This was a much better view.


    The Sorter was stunned by the order, but he couldn’t refuse. He did question it, however. “Are you sure? Those jobs must be manned.”


    “Don’t forget your place!”


    The Sorter bowed, clasping his wizened fingers together. “My regret.”


    Angela didn’t mind the Sorter. He was playing into her hands, but her sharp tone was needed because it proved who was in charge. She kept her attention on her struggling captives, running through her energy in large chunks now. “We’ll make a deal, or you’ll disappear.”


    At her words, slyness filled their minds.


    “Why not do it anyway?” Death stepped closer. He was able to function easily through the time push, though he couldn’t move through this realm like he was used to. Conceit made him bold. “Perchance you already knew those jobs have to be filled and you’ve chosen to assume a bluff will serve?”


    Angela swallowed a shudder at the sound of his raspy voice. “Don’t mistake my willingness to deal for an inability to reassign jobs. Our replacements have been picked!”


    When she motioned, heads turned toward the nervous team on the island.


    Fate smirked at Kyle. “Nudge-nudge!”


    Jennifer slid in front of her mate. “Kill-kill!”


    Fate waved her tiny fingers in slow motion.


    Jennifer advanced toward the dock.


    Kyle caught her and wrapped his arms around her. “Later, Enforcer J.”


    Jennifer stopped, but her hatred was clear.


    Fate tittered, rubbing salt into that wound.


    Glares and mental threats also flew between Jennifer and Nature, but it wasn’t limited to their enforcer. Candy also glowered, as did anyone Nature had tricked into making a dangerous deal. There weren’t many of them left, however. Most of those doomed souls hadn’t survived the fight on the cruise ship because Nature had consumed them to heal herself.


    Angela caught the Ocean King scanning her camp in angry concern, but she couldn’t give him an answer without revealing a weakness for both of them. “We’ll all go out together, and my heirs will take over. Your dreams, your vendettas, your hopes and goals, all erased as soon as I give the word!”


    Everyone assumed Angela couldn’t escape either. Fear rippled through the witnesses, along with curiosity about who would get which job.


    Jennifer and Kyle already knew their places. Death and Nature had always gone hand in hand.


    Jennifer extended hers now, leaning back against him.


    Kyle wrapped his good fingers around hers and watched the boss.


    Marc assumed he would take Fate’s place, deciding who lived and died. Resentment, hot and thick, bubbled up in his throat. I don’t want that!


    Wade shuddered at the thought of replacing the Ocean King.


    Tonya wasn’t eager for Angela’s job, but she swore to honor her mentor with every choice, even when it went against her nature.


    “We’re going to have a meeting. We’ll make agreements and honor them. The ruler of Hell and the Sorter will remove anyone who attacks.” Angela waited for the slow, furious agreement of each party. Then she gently let go of the time stream.


    Everyone expected chaos except for Angela. She sat down right where she was and signaled her enemies to come closer. “Let’s talk.”


    Eagles watched in apprehension as Fate and Nature perched near Angela, while the Ocean King and Death came closer but stayed standing.


    Angela’s team moved closer to the dock, but they didn’t step onto it, remembering her strict orders to stay on the island.


    Mistrust filled Nature’s beautiful face. “You’re not alone.” She couldn’t view the protector, but she could feel him.


    Fate flew back into the air. “Cheater!”


    “Lower your shield for 10 seconds.”


    Danny appeared on the dock near them at Angela’s call.


    The little boy’s appearance drew scorn and scoffs from Nature and the Ocean King. Neither of them was worried about a child.


    Danny scanned the entities without interest, as if dismissing the monsters as non-threats, then settled on the red-robed man at the end of the dock. Father.


    Reicher chuckled softly. “I trained him the same way.”


    Angela didn’t answer, but her thought was clear. Shut up.


    Reicher fell silent, resenting how much power she had over him.


    In that moment, all of the entities felt a bond with Hell’s new ruler. When Danny lifted his shield and vanished again, none of them cared. Angela was the one who had the ability to remove them all, not a kid she was training.


    Angela got the meeting started as water from the dock soaked into her pants and socks. “I’ll give each of you something you want, if you stay away from us or help us for the next two years. Either is fine. We’ve managed this long alone. We’ll be fine without you.”​


    Nature sneered.


    Fate perched on the dock near Nature, glaring.


    Angela focused on the water entity first, because he’d protected her. “In the future, fences or nets will be built around the landmasses, or maybe even a wall that will stop our trash and debris from ending up in the ocean. We’re going to build a facility on what we call Henderson Island. Keep pushing it all there, and over time, we’ll remove it. My heirs will honor this. We understand the water needs to be cleaned as much as the land does.”


    Angela’s attention kept going to the Ocean King’s legs. Consisting of watery strands that made constant contact with the water through the cracks in the wood and around the sides of the dock poles, it was fascinating. It was more like currents than legs.


    The Ocean King’s sapphire eyes were duller than the last time they’d met, and his foamy tips were more gray than white as he glowered at Nature.


    Angela felt the loathing being exchanged between them. She suspected they were bitter enemies because Nature had no control over the water, and the water had no control over Nature. She tried to confirm that. “Why do you hate each other?”


    Nature snorted, sounding like an angry deer. “He was a suitor who could not rescue me, who was bought off with a realm of his own that can never touch mine except to destroy it.”


    “And you are a harlot who mates with anything in hopes of polluting the Creator’s greatest invention! Floods are the only way I can rid the world of your abominations!”


    Angela lifted a hand, stopping what was clearly an old argument. “Tell me what you want.”


    “Energy.” The Ocean King even sounded tired. “Power rarely returns to the water it came from. Restoring the liquid of life takes work, and I’m tired.”


    “I’ll give you that at the end of this meeting and more, over time.”


    The Ocean King didn’t doubt her word. He’d already seen the type of power she had, but this meeting alone was proof enough. She’d brought Nature and Fate to heel. He had nothing but respect for her as he lifted his trident and sent blue magic over both ships that were at the dock. A watery barrier sank in and made the hulls glow. The shine faded, but everyone was certain the new strength of the ships would hold them through a lot of rough seas.


    “Thank you for the help.” Angela saw the Ocean King’s eyes go to Nature, perhaps hoping for admiration, but she wasn’t looking at him now.


    Nature’s graceful perch on the dock was part wary animal and part slut who couldn’t keep her legs shut. The fact that she was flashing her wares openly toward the island wasn’t lost on Angela. Everyone wants my mate. One of these days, I may snap because of that! Angela focused on Fate. “Tell me.”


    Fate leered. “You! Dead!”


    “You’re in good company.” Angela glanced at Nature. “What will it take for you to help us or ignore us?”


    Nature agreed with Fate, but that clearly wasn’t going to happen. Still… “A sacrifice.”


    Angela grimaced. “I assume you mean a person, not incense and prayers.”


    “I want one from your camp, someone special.”


    Her greedy, horrific demand reminded everyone that ancient civilizations had made sacrifices to their Gods.


    “Now we know where that came from.” Marc wasn’t surprised, but it did anger him even more.


    Jennifer nodded. “But it wasn’t for their protection like they believed. She was trying to weaken humanity even back then.”


    Nature glared at the girl. She wanted the regeneration power back to stop Safe Haven from using it anymore, but she wanted Jennifer dead even more, for tricking her.


    Angela gave a curt nod. “I agree to give you a sacrifice at the end of this meeting.”


    “Someone special!”


    “And rare.” Angela added the last bit of honey to the trap. “We only have two of their kind.”


    “Deal!”


    Marc grinned. “So long, Mitchel.”


    Tonya frowned at Marc. “She wouldn’t do that.”


    Bets began flying through the observing camp, but most of them assumed Marc was right that she was talking about magnets. That type of magic was rare, and there was no way she would hurt Wade. It had to be Adrian.


    Smarter members refused to take that bet and kept their thoughts to themselves. They knew the number wasn’t accurate. Safe Haven had more than two magnets now.


    Watching it all through the glass window of the ship, Cody lifted a hand. Hello.


    Surprised to be greeted without fear or resentment, Death waved back, showing a full skeleton hand.


    Cody ignored the horror of the witnesses. “Get those bets placed if you have anything else you want to cover.”


    Understanding the humans and the boy were betting on him, Death lowered his dark hood to reveal a skeleton with gleaming red eyes.


    The crowd gasped. Some of them called for bets to be paid. Others retreated from the window before they were singled out.


    Cody laughed. “Halloween came early.”


    Not sure if he was being mocked, Death lifted his hood and resumed moping.


    Angela snickered as she focused on Nature. “Why haven’t you fully regenerated?”


    Nature hated having to answer, but she wanted that sacrifice. “I must go to ground for a long time. You did much damage to me!”


    “And you can’t do that here anymore. You’re not allowed because I banned you from this island.”


    It was an intentional reminder of how strong Angela was.


    “I have another place.” Nature refused to say it was in the north, but that’s why she’d gathered the animals there. It wasn’t just to starve the humans. She needed the animals to protect her when she finally went to sleep.


    “Why haven’t you gone there already?”


    “Because I want you dead first! I can’t trust you not to hunt me!” Nature had opened the gates between dimensions like she’d threatened, and monsters were now roaming, but it still wasn’t enough. She was scared of Angela.


    Angela felt it and barely kept herself from mocking the powerful entity. “I’ll give you that rest time. You’ll go to your healing place for two years, and I’ll stay here. I won’t hunt you, and you won’t hunt me.”


    Nature believed Angela would uphold her end of that deal because she wanted her people protected. Nature just wasn’t sure that she could honor it. “Let me think.”


    Reicher and the Sorter listened closely as Angela nodded and Nature began stewing on how to get the advantage.


    Angela focused on Fate.


    Fate wasn’t capable of being still. Even when she wasn’t moving, her body rippled with tiny spasms, making her seem like an electrical pulse that couldn’t be stopped. “How were you created?”


    Fate’s wild, bushy, rope-like hair stood on end as her too-big golden eyes burned holes through Angela. “Same, you!”


    Angela chuckled. “I doubt my parents would have produced anything as magnificent, or as evil, as you.”


    Fate’s contempt stung. “No normal! No angel!”


    It wasn’t new information for Angela, though it hit some of their witnesses hard. “Is Nature your mother?”


    Both entities froze. Fate, in hopeful shock. Nature, in mock revulsion for what she’d birthed against her will.


    Angela leaned back on the damp dock on sore arms. “We’ve all been used to fulfill the Creator’s visions. That doesn’t mean we have to fight each other. In fact, I suspect things have gone sour because we don’t work together.”


    “Nudge-nudge! Kill! Go-go!”


    Angela knew Fate would make small deals, though, because she had saved Bernice and removed Madison.


    Fate stared at the place where the little boy had been standing. She understood he was a protector, but all Fate cared about was the fact that he was a child. Never have one.


    Nature spotted Cody and Cate through the glass windows and had to force herself to be still, to wait for the right time.


    Angela’s tone became icy. “I’ll hunt you and your offspring across this fucking planet. Be very careful.”


    Nature lifted her chin and ignored the threat even though everyone knew she felt it.


    Fate flinched. She would be a target because her parentage had been confirmed.


    Nature reached out and stroked one of Fate’s sticky wings, bringing an expression of bliss to both of them.


    She does know how it feels to love. Angela took a minute to scan another enemy so it wouldn’t be obvious that she’d found a weakness she would absolutely use later. After all, my children weren’t spared.


    Reicher ignored the open threats and the ugly gestures from those who’d been in his lab and their loved ones. He scanned for his eldest son and found him on the island. He spared a thin smile, not expecting anything in return.


    Marc didn’t want anyone to know he had a bond with Reicher other than abhorrence, but he also wanted his wife protected. He sent that in Eagle code and was rewarded with a nod.


    Neither of them assumed Reicher held enough power to stop the dangerous entities she was surrounded by, but he could at least cause a distraction and buy her time to escape.


    Nature scowled at the interaction. “You’ve stacked this deck!”


    Angela snorted. “Fate stacked it for me. I had nothing to do with Marc’s parentage.”


    “But you did send him to rule Hell.”


    Angela shrugged at the Ocean King’s comment. “I was still hunting Heaven’s Road back then.”


    “Then? Found?!” Fate was furious all over again. “Don’t belong!”


    “Says your mother!”


    Fate was startled into an odd laugh at Angela’s growl. “True.”


    Angela lifted a hand, slowly, as everyone tensed. “I’m pushing it just so we can hear you.”


    Angela slowed time around them, allowing Fate’s faster speech to be understood.


    Because they knew why she was doing it, the others tolerated the odd feeling while learning how to function through it like Angela and her team.


    “Tell me what you want more than anything, deep down in that angry pink heart.” Angela sent out a version of the truth spell Adrian had used on her.


    Not used to being hit with any type of magic, Fate had no resistance. “Love and approval for the work I’ve done over the cold, lonely centuries. I nudged and nudged and never was loved!”


    Fate’s sadness was powerful. Every witness felt bad for her.


    Death froze. An emotion that isn’t evil! It’s been too long! His tiny seed of fondness for Angela blossomed into a stem with flower buds. I’ll put those on her grave.


    “I can’t give you the Creator’s love and respect. Would it mean anything coming from me?” Angela glared. “Because I have extreme respect for what you’ve done. It made me hate your guts!”


    Fate was strangely touched by that. “Some, yes.”


    “I’ll talk to the Creator about it.” Angela looked around, aware of darkness rushing toward them. “I will negotiate for all of you, as long as I’m getting what I need out of these deals.”


    Angela caught Fate staring at Danny again and understood she could see the boy now. “When the Creator praises you for doing such…great work, what are you going to ask for as your reward?”


    ​Fate’s focus stayed on Danny. Her sight had adjusted to account for his shield. “One, no more.”


    “Loneliness is a curse of every living thing.”


    Fate was so sad that she almost cried like the humans she despised. “Nudge-nudge a mate! A family! I’ve been alone too long!”


    Angela watched acid-like fluid drip from Fate’s wings onto the dock, where it steamed. “It was never about the keys to the kingdom. It was the attention.”


    “Loves you!” Fate’s wings flapped angrily, sending acid flying. “He loves you more!”


    Angela let it land on her arm and acted as if it didn’t burn. “I can’t promise these things. What else can I give you in exchange for helping us or leaving us alone?”


    Fate’s sad side jumped to the front again. “Send to the Golden City! Go home!”


    “You were born there?”


    “Nudged down here to be alone!” Fate took to the air, unable to handle the stillness. She easily flew through the weak time slow, proving she was a fast learner.


    Angela gently let go of time. “Agreed, but we will come to terms for you being there when it happens. I won’t allow titans to be revived or bets to be restarted.”


    “Deal! Nudge! Go! Too slow!”


    Angela was also ready for this to be done. She was using up her energy, and the acid was slowly breaking through the skin on her arm, but the dealing wasn’t done. She turned her attention to the last entity.


    Death’s gravelly voice gave the humans a chill as he spoke. “I cannot make deals. I have no control over your demise.”


    Angela considered how he’d shown up here without being called, and was still here. “Can you warn us when death is coming?” She smiled at how peculiar that sounded.


    “I can alert you.”


    “And in return?”


    “I want humanity to know what happens when they die, so I’m not feared. I don’t want to be your boogeyman anymore.”


    Angela thought about Micheal Mitchel. His only request had been that humans not hate him. “I agree. Will you also answer our questions, such as how you can be in multiple places at once, and why are you needed at all if souls automatically go where they’re supposed to?”


    “I direct those souls to the Weigh Station or the sorting. I am multiple parts in every realm. There is no place I cannot be.”


    Angela didn’t protest the mysterious answers like the other witnesses were doing because it was already more information about the process than they’d ever had. “Do animals have souls? Are they judged good and bad if so? Are souls born innocent and reabsorbed when they die young?”


    Death understood her reason for asking those questions. “Mr. Sneaky and your children were reabsorbed into the energy field. You cannot bring them back. Animals follow instincts. They cannot be evil. Offspring are not born evil. They are made that way.”


    “Not even magic users? Our twins?”


    “Not even them. That was a false myth meant to force you to surrender your children to the labs without a fight.”


    It was a relief for every parent and every twin who heard that. It was also a terrible knowledge that made Reicher the recipient of even more glowers and ugly threats.


    Angela glanced at Kyle while she spoke to Death. “Another time, we would like a conversation with you about other topics.”


    Death grinned, showing gleaming skeleton teeth. “All you have to do is die.”


    “Not part of the deal, huh?”


    “I am not a servant at your beck and call, Alpha. I am part of the Creator’s design. Humanity isn’t meant to understand how it all works.”


    “Because we would try to change it.”


    “Exactly.”


    Angela let that go, but only because she knew Kyle wouldn’t.


    Fascinated by the exchange, Reicher wished he already had the assistant Angela had promised, so she could help him record it when he returned. Reicher didn’t see his daughter in the crowd of mortals, but he knew she wasn’t dead because he hadn’t welcomed her to Hell yet.


    Angela felt Reicher’s curiosity about Piper, but she didn’t answer. It was another punishment for him to be cut off from information, but it was a reward for him to be here to witness this historic meeting. It’s also another moment for him and Marc to visit without being able to fight. Enough moments like this would allow Marc to sleep soundly at night, knowing the evil man was being punished for the atrocities he’d committed.


    The Sorter stood still and silent, never adding or distracting from the meeting, but Angela knew he was memorizing all of it. She wasn’t sure why. He had only to open their files to see everything that had ever happened to them or because of them. She assumed it was for personal memories. After being locked in a tiny space for eons, he had to crave anything different, any type of excitement.


    Angela bobbed her head toward the ship. “None of you have to help us, but you can’t hurt us anymore, no matter where we are. I know you have work to do, but you can do that work in different parts of the world.” She pushed her luck. “Like maybe in places that will challenge me for leadership after the final battle. I won’t negotiate for you unless I keep control.”


    The Ocean King brought up a curiosity. “Does there have to be a final battle? We’ve made these agreements...”


    Nature and Fate hissed and shouted, gesturing.


    Angela rose to her feet. “There will be a final battle, and we’ll all swing as hard as we can. Humanity hates you all, and you all hate humanity. There has to be a final outcome, or the future will never be set for any of us. Until then, we’ll abide by these agreements.”


    Nature stuck her arrogant nose in the air. “And after?”


    Angela went cold. “That depends on how many of my people you kill!”


    “You assume you will win!”


    “I am going to win. If you’ve harmed too many of mine, all bets are off, and I’ll take your head instead!”


    The Ocean King lifted his trident. “Based on that, we should band together to kill you.”


    Angela shrugged snottily. “Many have tried, and many have died.”


    Because that was the plain truth, none of them attacked.


    “Go! Nudge!”


    Angela flicked a chunk of bloody acid off her arm as if it wasn’t throbbing and burning. “We will honor our agreements now.”


    Nature came forward excitedly. “Give her to me! My sacrifice is Jennifer.”


    “That wasn’t what I agreed to.” Angela kept talking before Nature could protest. “I’m going to give you someone who has untold power that could have been used for the good of everyone in our camp.”


    Greed blinded Nature. “Deal! Now!”


    Angela walked down the dock toward the island, opening her arms wide.


    Death smiled in anticipation. “This is what I came for.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Fifteen


    So Long
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    Shouts echoed. Eagles ran toward the ladder.


    Marc knew he was missing a part of her plan, but he couldn’t help his reaction. He ran toward the dock.


    The rest of the team lifted shields around him, preventing him from reaching his wife.


    More shouts echoed from the camp members and the rookies.


    “Stop her!”


    “Why aren’t they helping her?!”


    “We have to save her!”


    The island team kept their shields around Marc as he tried to break through with magic.


    Bang!


    The shield around Angela glowed bright blue. The bullet dropped to the dock and rolled into the water.


    “No!”


    Everyone turned toward the window of the cruise ship by the dock, where a rifle barrel was protruding. They all recognized the shouting voice.


    “No!” Parker’s finger tightened on the trigger to try again.


    Someone ran up behind him and stabbed a dart into his neck while lifting a shield over the man.


    Adrian waited until the chemicals in the dart took effect, then lowered his shield while Eagles hurried toward them. This room was near the bottom of the ship, close to the dock, and full of office supplies that hadn’t been touched.


    Adrian dropped the used dart to the floor and knelt, hefting Parker up. He shoved the beaten man through the window he’d been shooting from.


    Parker was awake but helpless as he hit the water and went under. His gills and webbed fingers were clear as he floated for a few seconds, then sank.


    Adrian had started to run to the top deck, but Parker’s deranged thoughts had grabbed his attention. He’d wanted to shoot the man, but his gun was in his locker, and throwing a knife might not have stopped him from getting off a second shot. He’d counted on Angela knowing one slug was coming and protecting herself.


    Amanda was right behind him, drawn by her brother’s panic. “She was suicidal before. How did you know this wasn’t another of those moments?”


    “Because of Sarah.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I told Sarah to watch for it and let us know.”


    “Angela might have been hiding it.”


    Adrian collected the rifle Parker had stolen during his run and hidden on the island, based on the dirt along the barrel. Considering how beaten Parker had been, it said a lot about his skill that he’d still been able to make a direct hit on his target. It was a shame that he hadn’t chosen to become an Eagle. That type of skill with a rifle was needed. “Sarah is the most powerful witch to ever grace the Earth with her fiery presence. Angela can’t hide anything from her. None of us can.”


    “Which also means we can’t control her.”


    “No, but that isn’t our job anyway.”


    “What is?”


    “Teaching her to love the normals.”


    Amanda made a face. “Most of them want her gone.”


    “Exactly. It gives love your enemy a whole new meaning.”
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    The Ocean King rumbled hungrily, splashing across the dock to reach the place where Parker had gone under. He dove in and merged with the waves.


    “Water people!” Nature hissed at Angela.


    “We only had two. He was the one who might have fought you. The other one we have is sickly, docile, and refuses to join my army.”


    Nature was glad to hear that. Water people were powerful. This sacrifice had hurt Angela’s odds.


    She was also angry at being tricked. “You would have killed him anyway!”


    “Maybe, maybe not. I give a lot of second chances to my people because I love them.”


    “You are weak! That is why none of your children will survive!”


    Angela’s eyes lit up bright red. “One more word and all deals are off!”


    Nature turned and ran down the dock, becoming dull and thin. She vanished into the sky to keep from attacking now. “Two years and then you all die!”


    Fate pinged into the sky and also disappeared. It was dark enough now that the leftover glow from her pink wings was the only sign of where she’d been.


    Angela turned toward the island. Death was already gone. She assumed he was guiding Parker.


    People on the ship began settling bets, chatting, and admiring Angela’s courage and brains as if they hadn’t been about to kill each other half an hour ago.


    The team on the island let go of Marc and braced for his hostility.


    Marc stood still until Angela stepped onto the island, then he rushed forward and hugged her. The usual feeling of being tired of watching her endanger her life was there, but this time, it was layered in relief that she’d put multiple precautions into place that no one had known about.


    Under that, was gratitude. Adrian had come through for her even though he was being kicked out. No matter how much they abused him, Adrian’s loyalty to her was unshakable.


    Wade put a hand on Angela’s shoulder and began feeding her energy.


    Little Danny lowered his shield, appearing next to her.


    Angela put an arm around him as he sagged.


    Wade directed power into them both. “Good job, young man.”


    Danny glowed under the praise. He was thrilled to be part of the alpha’s plans. “It’s my honor.”


    Marc held Angela close, eyes shutting, breath finally evening out. “We’re adopting him.”


    “Thank you.” Angela hugged him back, letting the energy Wade was giving flow to Marc as well. “It’s okay. It’s over now for a little while.”


    Marc tried to act like he was fine. “Good, because I want to talk to you about this job you’ve assigned to me. I don’t look good in pink!”


    The others laughed, except for Wade. He tried not to sound ungrateful. “I hate the water, Boss.”


    Angela retreated. “You do understand all I had to do was wait for them to be sorted, and I could have escaped.”


    Jennifer frowned. “Yes, but we heard your tone. You meant it about assigning someone to your job too.”


    Angela decided to be honest. “I would have chosen to be sorted rather than to go on without my team and my mate.”


    Emotions broke open again.


    “But you’ve guessed wrong, half of you anyway.” Angela gestured at Kyle and Jennifer. “Death and nature do go together.”


    Jennifer took that as a warning.


    Kyle found it comforting.


    “Marc goes to the water, and Wade gets my job. Tonya controls fate.”


    “What?”


    “Why?”


    “Really?”


    The trio was relieved by her choices, but also confused.


    Angela turned back toward the dock, tired but pleased by the deals she’d made. “Marc prefers isolation, total control, and quick, brutal deaths. That’s the ocean. Fate has to be a wildcard who nudges things along, no matter who it hurts, as long as the goals are achieved. Marc wouldn’t be able to do that.”


    Tonya also heard a warning, but being a wildcard wasn’t something she could change.


    “And that left your job for me.”


    Angela put a hand on his arm. “I assigned that job first, Wade. You’re not a leftover body I tossed into a remaining slot. I gave you the most important position because I trust you to keep my people alive. The others aren’t capable of that. They’ve already picked a side, and it isn’t the normals.”


    He smiled. “I love them too, Boss.”


    “I know.”


    Jennifer didn’t understand how Wade could feel that way after the many times his family had been in danger. “Why, after everything they’ve done to us?”


    “They represent everything I wanted after the war. I believed Samantha was normal for a long time. I’ll never be able to separate the two.” Wade’s voice dipped into a sexy rumble. “We’re just different faces on the same coin, Jenny. If we destroy the other side, we lose ourselves too.”


    “Well said.” Angela yawned, weary. Wade’s energy was helping, but the multiple time slows she’d done would require a lot more.


    Reicher vanished from the dock, bored and sensing he’d been dismissed a while ago. It was yet another way Angela was showing disrespect.


    The Sorter waited to be sent.


    Angela studied him, calculating. She sensed any softness on her part would be detrimental to her goals. “I’ll call you for an update when I’m ready. Get back to where you belong.”


    The old man’s mouth opened, ready to speak.


    Angela shook her head.


    The Sorter vanished with disappointment on his lined face.


    Tonya understood what she was doing. “When you’re ready, he probably won’t stop talking for days.”


    “Good. A person can only be kept in the dark for so long before they start making things up just to have an answer.”


    “Speaking of the dark.” Marc wanted her on the ship where she was safer.


    “I have two more things to handle.” Angela knelt by Danny, who was still adjusting to the fact that he was about to have a family again to go with this strange, wonderful new home. “Thank you for saving me. I love you.”


    Danny threw his arms around her, crying. He’d never once been told that.


    Angela hugged him, standing, wrapping his legs around her.


    They all went across the dock in a tight group.


    Eagle guards had finally made it down the ladder to escort them. They praised Danny, making the moment bright in the child’s mind.


    “Good job staying close to the boss.”


    “We’re proud of you.”


    “Following orders is good.”


    Danny smiled through the happy tears on his cheeks. “I didn’t have orders.”


    Angela kept walking, while those around her stared in confusion and then concern. Angela hadn’t told the boy to protect her. Danny had done it on his own.


    “If he hadn’t, Parker’s shot would have been a direct hit.”


    Tonya blew off Kyle’s observation. “The boss knew he was there. We all saw him materialize by her while she was dealing with the little pink smudger.”


    Jennifer nodded. “And if he hadn’t been there, she would have used her own shield. Don’t make it into a big deal when it isn’t.”


    But none of them were really sure. Angela’s recklessness had served them well in some moments and hurt them in others. This could have been one of the bad ones.


    Angela didn’t confirm it or deny it. She slid Danny around to her back and went toward the ladder in tired contentment. Another lost one now has a home.


    Danny had been providing protection for a number of people since being rescued, but most of the time he was with Angela or their captain. Danny didn’t mind Grant, but he cherished the time he spent with the alpha. She was teaching him how to be good, to be loyal, to only kill when it was just. Danny loved her deeply.


    He hadn’t known his mother, though rumor said it had been the woman who controlled time for the lab, Valerie. There was only one way to know for sure, but Danny doubted he would be allowed to visit his father to find out. And it doesn’t matter. She abandoned me to the pain and loneliness of being an experiment. The alpha will never do that.


    Danny Reicher held onto Angela and buried his face in her hair. He’d gotten to see his father today, and now he had a mother. So long, old life. So long.


    The witnesses at the glass window finished settling their bets and headed back to the party, or went toward the mess. Dinner would be served soon, and the mood was hopeful because Trevor was in charge of it. The ugly arguments and dangerous threats hadn’t been forgotten, but they were put aside. The boss had just taught them how to make deals with their enemies. All of them were contemplating that lesson and regretting their lack of self-control.


    Angela paused near the edge of the dock by the ladder, looking into the dark water. “Are you still here?”


    The water erupted in a foamy fountain near her boots. A trident appeared, along with glowing sapphire eyes.


    Angela’s team got ready to defend her.


    Angela wasn’t scared of the strange, powerful entity. “Bernice was…busy. She’s fine. I’ll always protect the water people as long as they’re good, like her.”


    The Ocean King finally delivered a smile.


    An odd gargling sound came from under the water. Terrible panic and pain came with it.


    Angela blanched as she realized Parker wasn’t dead yet. Then she gave Bernice justice. She didn’t know why the Ocean King cared about the beautiful woman, but she wasn’t above using it. “He was stalking her, forcing her to mate, like Nature does to the animals. She’s petrified.”


    The Ocean King’s anger was intimidating. Angela refused to retreat, but she wanted to as he spewed a geyser of dark water over the side of the ship. Then he dove under the waves and was gone.


    Angela went toward the ladder to avoid the next sprays of misery that were sure to come from Parker.


    I tried to help you. I even spared you when you didn’t deserve it. You repaid me with a bullet. Now, you’ll die, and Bernice will have a happy life with Gus. They just consummated that future in his bed.


    Another wave of pain and rage flew from the water and chased her up the ladder.


    Marc found it oddly comforting. Parker’s death was happening in almost the exact same spot where he’d murdered Kendle. Her ghost will have company now.
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    Charlie tapped on Kenn’s medical room door and entered. “I need some company. You’re it.”


    Kenn looked up from the parenting book Tonya had shoved into his hands as she rushed out for a meeting with her crew. He hadn’t opened it. He was just sitting in the wheelchair, remembering and sulking. “Doing what?”


    Charlie went to the room’s small closet and got Kenn’s jacket out, along with his jeans and boots. “Something that will annoy the medics and cause you pain.”


    Kenn tossed the book onto the bed he was supposed to be in. If he was in pain, it might get Tonya’s attention. “I’m in.”


    “I knew I could count on you.” Charlie handed Kenn the clothes as he was ready for each piece. The sadness in his mind was pushed out by flashes of the past. He sighed in relief.


    Kenn tugged his jeans and the boots on, wincing at the pain in his gut. He was sore all over. Terry had given him a sedative earlier that had forced him to doze through Angela’s battle on the dock while the other witnesses were making bets, but it wouldn’t have mattered. He wasn’t in any shape to help right now. “I thought you’d be giving Ellie a special goodbye.”


    Charlie handed Kenn his jacket. “I did that two nights ago. Today, I told her I’m going on Tonya’s run. She hasn’t spoken to me since.”


    Kenn stood to button his jeans. “Women are stupid like that. They don’t understand we prefer it when they shut up.”


    Charlie’s emotions switched again, into something he was familiar with. He knew how to manage anger. He pointed at the wheelchair. “We’ll have to use the roller to get you out of here. You can ditch it later.”


    The medical bay was still empty except for the medics and Ralph and Daisey, who were both eating. Trevor had sent trays. Charlie thought that was for the best. No one wanted to be around Daisey at all, and Ralph’s welcome wouldn’t be much better. They needed to stay here until it was time to go, or things might get ugly for them. Even the church people were keeping to themselves. Parker’s betrayal had them worried that they were going to be blamed by association. Being seen with Daisey or Ralph would only make it worse.


    Kenn zipped his jacket and immediately felt better, stronger. He sat back down in the wheelchair and let Charlie cover him with the blanket from his bed. He tried to appear bored instead of excited. “Good?”


    Charlie mussed Kenn’s hair from the neat smooth-down he’d automatically done after donning his jacket. “Now you are. We’re taking a walk and maybe visiting some friends.”


    Kenn yawned. “Won’t work.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t have any friends.” Kenn frowned up at Charlie. “Whatever you want, I already told you no, and I meant it.”


    “Good. Now shut up. Terry’s coming.” Charlie pushed Kenn’s chair toward the exit just as Terry entered. They collided, with Terry taking a bruise on his leg and Kenn holding in a laugh because he knew the boy had done it on purpose.


    Charlie shrugged. “He needs to get out. I’ll bring him back in the same condition I found him in.”


    Now distracted by pain, Terry rubbed his leg and hobbled aside. “A new bruise or two would be okay.”


    “You got it.” Charlie pushed the chair out of the medical bay.


    The chilly halls and lounges were empty. Kenn spotted a large crowd in the mess and another group in the cargo bay with Tonya. They went by the monitor too fast for him to see what was on the other two screens.


    Charlie spotted Ray on one of them, giving Candy and Conner an Eagle escort to their cabin. Conner was green, and Charlie didn’t think it was the color of the screen. Something had upset him. Candy seemed determined, but also nervous. Charlie had an idea of what was about to happen and wished them luck. Sex isn’t enough to conquer the differences, no matter how good it is.


    Kenn grunted. “And that’s the truth.”


    Charlie opened the elevator, then pulled Kenn’s chair into it. “Fun deck.”


    Kenn hit the right button, stiffening a bit as they were shut in dimness together with Charlie at his back. “What’s your game? Pain, humiliation?”


    “Why do I have to pick just one?”


    He sounded so much like Angela that Kenn’s shoulders slumped. “Just don’t leave any marks. If Tonya finds out, she’ll get pissed, and you’ll have to deal with it the entire time you’re gone. She doesn’t let go of grudges.”


    “Then we have something in common.” The elevator opened. Charlie pushed Kenn toward the far end of the fun deck. “Remember the Father-Son Tournament the year it was so hot that we really did fry an egg on the sidewalk?”


    “We kicked their asses.” Kenn brightened when he realized Charlie was pushing him toward the bowling alley. “Really?”


    “Yep.” Charlie opened the door and held it.


    Kenn rolled himself in. Pain radiated through his insides from the effort.


    Charlie smiled coldly. “Perfect.”


    Kenn understood then. This would be painful for him, and the boy would get to enjoy it, like he’d done to Charlie in the past. But the thought of having fun like they use to was too good to pass up, like Charlie had known it would be. Kenn stood, leaving the blanket in the chair. “Back in the mountain, your dad told you to start spending time with Adrian for lessons. You never did.”


    The bowling alley was empty, dusty, and dark. Charlie only activated the front lights and two of the lanes. They didn’t need more, and he didn’t want to draw a crowd. He wanted time alone with Kenn.


    Charlie went behind the counter and began digging through the very dusty shelves that had been overlooked during every cleaning and every search. “Adrian would have enjoyed the time with me, and Marcus didn’t care about what I wanted.”


    Kenn snickered. “Marcus, huh?”


    Charlie rose with a pouch in his hand.


    Kenn broke into a grin. “Are you stealing that?”


    “Crenshaw put it here, but I need it more than whoever he’s hiding it for.”


    Kenn went to the nearest stand and started eyeing the colorful bowling balls. “It was for your mom.”


    Charlie poured two small shots, then stashed the bottle back under the counter. “Now I’m twice as glad I spotted it.”


    Kenn laughed, not caring when his insides ached. He rarely saw Charlie like this. “Rebelling suits you.”


    Charlie handed Kenn his shot glass, then downed his own without waiting for a toast.


    Kenn chuckled. “To a good game.” He also swallowed it in one gulp.


    Charlie took Kenn’s glass and put it on the counter next to his. “Let’s play.”


    Kenn chose a ball from the long rack.


    Charlie grabbed one from the center assembly line and tossed it straight down the middle.


    The loud crash of pins was satisfying to both of them.


    “One pin left.” Kenn got set on the other side while Charlie aimed for his spare. “I don’t want to see much of that while we’re here.”


    Charlie’s hands clenched around the ball as ugly memories flooded his mind. Kenn had always threatened him that way when they were in tournaments. His grip eased. He smiled. “Same to you, bitch.”


    Kenn was still laughing as Charlie picked up his spare.


    The pair bowled without talking for a bit, racking up five strikes out of the three frames.


    Kenn went to the bar this time and poured them another small shot. His brain was buzzing, and his guts were aching. He wanted throat burn to go with it.


    Charlie studied him with glittering eyes full of hate.


    Kenn glanced over. Another connection snapped into place. “That figures.”


    Charlie wiped his face clean. “And?”


    “It is rebellion, and you do want to plug the little Mitchel, but you could have enjoyed both of those here. You’re after a bigger target.”


    Charlie stepped up to the lane and tossed his ball.


    “You’re going back to find Tracy.”


    Charlie’s ball hit the pins and sent all 10 of them flying. “Strike.”


    Kenn brought the glasses over and extended one to the teenager. “To reconcile or to kill?”


    “Both.” Charlie took the glass and downed it. “Neither.”


    Oddly, Kenn understood. “You need to convince your heart that you can live without her and move on with your new badass normal. You also need to vent some of that dangerous rage before you can settle in and be a good father and husband.”


    Charlie’s throat burned, but his hatred was hotter. “I loathe you for being the only one who understands me.”


    Kenn gently clasped Charlie’s shoulder. “I love you too, boy.”


    Tears filled Charlie’s eyes. He pulled away. “Let’s play.”


    Kenn put the glass down and found his ball through the hazy pain. “You’re the boss.”


    Charlie snorted bitterly. “If I was the boss, Tracy would still be here, and my son wouldn’t be asking why I had to find him a new mommy, why his real mommy can’t love him, why he can’t be normal so he wouldn’t have to know how much his real mom fears him.” Charlie threw the ball too hard. It bounced off the gutter, flew into the air, and landed on the lane next to them.


    “If your mom had done that, you’d be explaining why Tracy was removed or why she killed herself. At least this way she’s alive somewhere.”


    Charlie knew that. He couldn’t help the ugliness inside. “Make it go away!”


    Kenn suddenly understood why Angela and Marc weren’t trying harder to stop Charlie from leaving. “I can’t, but Adrian can. Talk to him during your quest.”


    “He can’t help me. He can’t even help himself! My mom’s glad he’s leaving.”


    “She’s also sad about it.” Kenn was sure of that. “While you’re out there, you’re going to start feeling bad about how mean you’ve been to her because she doesn’t deserve it. Then you’ll start trying to find a way to make it up to her.”


    “No, I won’t.” But Charlie was already starting to go through some of that.


    Kenn knew. “There’s one thing you can do that will get her to forgive you even if you reconcile with your gold digger.”


    Charlie couldn’t help the hope in his voice. “What?”


    “Bring the traitor back.”


    Charlie scowled. “She said he isn’t allowed.”


    “She could change her mind, or she could be overruled.”


    Charlie snorted bitterly. “By who? We all do whatever she wants.”


    “By her heir.”


    “That’s Jennifer. Or Wade. Or Cody.”


    “But she wanted to give it to someone else, and he still has more power here than he’s ever used.” Kenn smiled emotionlessly. “So use it and strengthen the bond with your mom while paying me and your dad back for some of the shit we’ve put her through.”


    Charlie stared. “Why would you tell me that?!”


    “Because you aren’t the only one who’s punishing me for the past. I’m just better at it than you are.”


    Charlie wasn’t sure how he felt about Kenn’s obvious regret, but he couldn’t forgive the man. He went to his lane and easily made the spare.


    Kenn knew there was something else on Charlie’s mind. In the past, he would have ordered the boy to tell him and then threatened him if he refused. Now, he handled it like he should have back then. “You can talk to me about anything, especially the bad stuff. If I approve of it, you know not to do it.”


    Charlie watched the ball return, but he wasn’t really seeing it. “I might do something I shouldn’t, something terrible.”


    Kenn retrieved his ball, ignoring the sharp pain in his gut. “I at least need a clue on the topic, or I can’t tell you whatever you have planned is okay.”


    Charlie belched lightly. “Slavery, of a sort.”


    “Well, that narrows it a bit.” Kenn tossed his ball with a neat spin that guaranteed a strike. He didn’t need to watch the pins fall; he turned to Charlie. “Stopping it or encouraging it?”


    “If I were stopping it, I wouldn’t be talking to you!”


    Kenn shook his head. “Ivan already did that, on your dad’s orders. You can’t keep her captive until she loves you and your son.”


    “You said you would tell me it was okay!”


    Kenn stared at the boy he owed his very life to if it was asked for. “I’ll tell you what I tell myself every time I see your mom kiss Marcus.”


    Charlie braced for something useless and painful.


    Kenn blew them both out of the water with his ugly honesty. “If you kill him, she’ll kill you, and then this misery will be over. Plus, she’ll suffer forever as payment for the betrayal.”


    Charlie glared. “I knew it.”


    His quiet accusation made Kenn shrug. “Hatred doesn’t go away. I know you want me dead. So does your mom. She promised to stay with me and then broke that agreement. Tracy promised to marry you, then broke that agreement.”


    Kenn’s voice lowered into bitter anger. “Tonya wanted to marry me, and then she fell for Rico. Women can’t be trusted, Charlie. That’s why you can’t support slavery in any form. If you take Tracy captive, she’ll kill you or she’ll kill the baby like she wanted to do before. You’ll never be able to trust her. You’ll never be with her again. This pain will never go away.”


    “I don’t accept that!” Charlie kicked the stand with his heel, sending heavy balls thumping across the floor. He stomped over to the bar and shattered his shot glass against the mirror.


    Kenn glanced over to find Angela in the doorway.


    Marc was right behind her.


    Angela smelled the expensive alcohol and figured out where it had come from. Crenshaw hadn’t hidden it well enough. She wasn’t upset about it. Being sober all the time wasn’t that pleasant. She did mind her teenage son drinking, but that was the least of her worries when it came to Charlie.


    Marc hated it that his son had gone to Adrian and then Kenn instead of him. He was trying to be a good father and give good advice, but Charlie only responded to assholes.


    Angela sighed. “It’s what he was raised with.”


    Kenn waited for the other shoe to drop and crush him.


    Angela gave him a cold nod. “Thank you.”


    She walked away.


    Marc followed.


    Charlie stared after them, miserable. “What’s she thanking you for?”


    Kenn picked up his ball as it returned. “Telling you the awful truth that you wouldn’t have accepted if it came from either of them. She’s grateful to me for hurting you.”


    Kenn resumed bowling.


    After a minute, Charlie did too.


    Neither of them spoke again.
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    Hot and Bothered


    Descendant Living Deck
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    “Who is it?!”


    Tonya chuckled. “Is this a bad time?”


    The sound of a bed creaking and clothes rustling came; the cabin door was jerked open.


    “What?!”


    Tonya took in Gus’s boxers, his unruly hair, protective stance, and the narrow view of his bed, where a shapely pair of legs were stretched out. “Everyone’s at the meeting but you.”


    Gus’s face relaxed. Then it squeezed up in regret. “I’m sorry. I can’t go.”


    Tonya understood. “I have two things to say, and then you can resume what you were doing.”


    Gus felt bad that he was ditching the run. His tone gentled. “Let’s hear it.”


    “First, don’t feel bad. The boss told me to switch you out with Erin. She needs you here. No need to feel guilty.”


    Gus was grateful and relieved. “Awesome.”


    “I know, right?” Tonya pushed the door open further, ignoring his defensive scowl. “The next one is for your lady.”


    Bernice grinned at her from Gus’s messy bed, wearing only his big shirt. They’d been at it for hours. Her hair was wild, and she had love marks all over her body. It was wonderful. “What can I do for you?”


    “Just delivering some news that might make you even happier.” Tonya motioned toward the window. “Did you hear any of the action earlier?”


    They both shook their heads.


    “I didn’t think so.” Tonya didn’t begrudge them the fun or the bonding. The first time she’d had sex with Kenn, the world could have fallen again and she wouldn’t have noticed. “Parker tried to kill the boss. He’s dead now.”


    Gus froze. “Angela was hurt?”


    “Nope. Not a scratch.” Tonya remembered the acid Angela had been hit with. “Mostly without a scratch.”


    Bernice only cared for the final sentence. “He’s gone?”


    “Drowned by the Ocean King.” Tonya went to the door, tugging it shut behind her. “You’re free of him.”


    Tonya descended the stairs to the cargo bay, where her meeting was being held.


    Gus stared at Bernice. Free. She could leave, go back to her homeland. His heart began to break.


    Bernice went the other way. She spread her legs. “Let’s celebrate.”


    Immediately hot and bothered by the sight of the glistening flesh he’d just rutted in, Gus hurried back to the bed.
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    “Angie, we need to get you to the medical bay.” Marc knew her arm had to be hurting. The acid had stopped burning, but there was an open wound where it had eaten through a layer of her skin the size of his palm.


    Angela went into the lounge near the ballroom instead. Both were empty. The party was over and they were alone.


    Marc followed resignedly. He reached for the doorknob, assuming she wanted privacy for another awkward conversation.


    “Leave it open.”


    Marc’s head snapped up at her smoky tone, the implication.


    Angela’s eyes were glowing, her body stiff.


    A deep ache went through his balls. “Here?”


    There was a camera, but lounges rarely made it onto the monitors because nothing exciting ever happened in them.


    Angela went to a wall without furnishings and put both palms on it, leaning forward, arching.


    Marc sucked in a breath. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d had her from behind while standing. A second later, he was rubbing against her, fingers running over her slender hips and up to her full breasts.


    Angela groaned. Facing death always made her hot, but this flood of emotions encompassed everything she’d faced today and more. It had to have a release that was just as risky as the events themselves.


    Marc kissed the back of her neck, hardening.


    Angela popped the button on her jeans and slid a hand inside them.


    Marc sucked on her neck and rubbed her taut nipples, breath coming faster. At moments like this, he would give anything as long as she didn’t make him stop like they’d had to when they were kids.


    Angela groaned as she rubbed herself. “He’s coming.”


    “I know.” Marc slid her pants down. No panties.


    His body throbbed as he opened his jeans and stepped closer.


    Angela tilted her hips to line them up, breath catching when Marc slid into her willing body. The heat went up another notch.


    They pushed against each other, only caring about the pleasure.


    Adrian stopped in the doorway, stunned by the lust, the jealousy, the need to crawl on his knees and bury his face between her legs while Marc fucked her. I’d give anything for that!


    Marc slid all the way out and tapped his swollen flesh on her perfect, round cheek, riding the waves of erotic pleasure that only she gave him. “Permission?”


    Angela’s fingers moved faster, driving her closer to the edge. “Yes.”


    It’s worth dying for. Adrian took a step into the lounge.


    Marc slid against her ass, shivering. He’d never had that part of her. “One minute?”


    Angela’s breathing rasped in and out. “Thirty seconds.”


    Marc pushed forward. “Don’t waste our gift, traitor.”


    Adrian realized Marc was talking to him, that they were talking about him, and fell to his knees in stunned joy. He crawled forward.


    Marc gripped her hip and shifted her slightly while pushing into her ass at the same time. “Damn, baby. Damn!”


    Adrian’s hand went to his jeans, opened them, and slid inside. His lips brushed her bare thigh.


    Angela’s hand went to his hair, pulling him closer.


    Marc shoved into her angrily, lustfully, gratefully.


    Pleasure seared him from top to bottom, making his body spasm.


    Adrian’s lips settled over her clit and sucked.


    Her hand tightened in his silken spikes. Risky. Forbidden. Perfect!


    Her taste filled Adrian’s mouth and nose, lighting up every bond between them. Angie!


    She smiled in the welcome he’d dreamed of, longed for. Ten seconds left.


    Adrian’s hand slid up her hip, her ribcage, to her breast.


    Angela began to shake, head falling back against Marc’s big chest as he thrust in and out of her.


    Adrian looked up.


    Marc’s eyes were bright red, hot, horny, bothered.


    Adrian kept his eyes on Marc as he licked her.


    “Yes!” Angela shuddered. “Again!”


    Adrian exploded in his own hand, licking and gasping.


    Angela screamed as she orgasmed, bucking against Adrian’s mouth.


    Marc pounded into her without restraint. “Time!”


    Adrian forced his shaking body to roll and bring him up on his feet. He jerked his pants up and flew through the door while his heart thumped wildly, and Marc’s loud groan said he was shooting cum in her ass.


    Adrian stumbled down the corridor and ducked into the bathroom, breathing harshly. Did that just happen?!


    Adrian ran his tongue over his lips and sucked in oxygen. Angela’s taste and scent imprinted on his brain. She tasted like vanilla cream and berries. He’d only had his mouth on her for 30 seconds, but it had produced the best orgasm of his life. I can’t believe they gave me that!


    Adrian flipped the lock, then leaned against the counter to replay it and stroke his already plumping penis. This is the best night of my life!


     


    In the lounge, Marc tugged her jeans up and then fastened his own. When she turned and rested against his chest, still twitching and letting out breathy little moans, Marc was glad he’d done it. Blinding jealousy might come later, but right now, Angie was alive in his arms, and it was a small price to pay to the man who always came through for her.


    “I see it as a reward too.”


    “He deserved it.”


    Angela leaned back to look at him. “I meant you. You could have broken through their shields at any point. You didn’t let them know how strong you are now, and you didn’t defy me. You vented and trusted me. My ass was the reward.”


    Marc rubbed her hot skin, loving the after-sex closeness. “Adrian was yours, for not leaving it to chance, for letting me know before you did it, for letting me be there this time…and for sending him away.”


    Angela kissed him.


    Marc returned the sentiment, heart settling down. Everything could have gone so very differently. He spoke against her sweet lips as reality returned. “We have to let him come back.”


    Angela tensed in his arms. “Give me one good reason.”


    Marc shuddered. Fear took over his mouth. “I won’t be able to relax once he’s gone. Everyone else bends to your will, or they’re willing to let you kill yourself for the good of this damn camp. They just stood there and watched while you almost died! He’s the only other person I can count on to keep you alive!”


    Angela sighed, warm breath hitting his neck. “It’s all or nothing now, Marc. He has to stay away from us, or I’ll have you both. You just proved that you’re capable of it. This was a huge mistake on your part.”


    She pulled out of his arms and straightened her clothes, smoothed her hair. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”


    Marc watched her, tormented as ghosts of the past shimmered around them, but still glad. “Yes.”


    “You’re the one who insisted that he leave!”


    “And I want him to!” Marc took her hand when she held it out, tugging her close. “I want to stay with you forever.”


    “But you can’t if you don’t have excitement, a rivalry, or something to get you through the boredom.” Angela wasn’t angry. She’d known for a while now that he was using Adrian for stress relief. “We could pick someone else. Greg would be happy to play our broken-people games.”


    Marc knew she had only mentioned Greg because there wasn’t a single chance of her falling for him. “I can’t hurt him anymore, Angie. He’s short an eye, some toes, peaceful sleep, and a future without drama.”


    “But the Mitchels deserve everything you can do to them, so you don’t feel bad for it.”


    “It’s more than that.” Marc forced out the words. He refused to let secrets stand between them anymore. “Adrian is the bastard brother no one wants over during the holidays because of his dad. He’s the wild defender who will do anything I ask because he’s lonely. He’s the guard dog, a mentor, the voice of bad decisions. He’s my equal in every way. And…I’ll miss him.”


    Marc’s voice almost broke. “I don’t want to feel this way. I want him dead and gone! I also want to bring him into our lives and teach him how to be a good man so you’ll have someone to protect you when I cut and run again.”


    It was always the same with them. Angela didn’t want it anymore, but she still loved him too much to give up. “You can do this without him. We can do this. He’s gone, and that’s my final word on it.”


    Angela left the lounge, smiling at the camera in case it was showing this hall on the monitors.


    Marc sat down in the chair, relieved and disappointed.


     


     


    3


    Angela tapped.


    The lock flipped.


    Angela opened the door, but didn’t go in.


    Adrian sucked in air as her sexy scent filled the bathroom and brought the lust back to life even after two powerful orgasms in just five minutes.


    Cold mental waves crashed down as she stared at him, obviously waiting for something that he would obviously give. “Whatever you want.”


    Angela leaned against the door, aware of the cameras she’d insisted on. Not even the bathrooms had been spared from her covert surveillance. Somewhere in the bridge, there was now a copy of their lounge moment.


    Adrian washed his hands, staring back through the mirror. She was hot, sated, and still bothered. He could feel her stress level already going back up. “Just tell me, and I’ll do it.”


    Angela leered at him in open need, not hiding her emotions like she usually did.


    “Damn you.” Adrian winced as his body fully hardened again. “They’ve told you I won’t stay with you either, after I get what I want.”


    “Yes.”


    Her husky voice, thick with sexual satisfaction, made him grip the sink as the obsession rose to a new level. I gave her that orgasm! “You believe them?”


    Angela came over to the sink and started washing her hands. She leaned her hip against his, enjoying his tension, his quick intake of air. “No.”


    Adrian’s heart pounded. “You’re the only one, ever.”


    She met his eyes in the mirror. “Who believed in you, trusted you completely, who loved you the way you need so you can let me into your heart and keep me there?”


    “All of it!” He clutched the sink to keep from grabbing her. “Tell me.”


    Angela leaned against his big arm, delighted that he’d continued to work on recovering his former strength. His body was solid again, sturdy, and his heart was clearly heathier, or two orgasms in five minutes would have sent him to the infirmary. He was a beautiful man who was once again the picture of virility. And he’s mine. No matter who he spends time with or how they try to sink their hooks in, he’s mine.


    “Forever.” Adrian let go of the sink and straightened. He shifted toward her, sensing what she wanted.


    Angela slipped into his arms.


    They both let out noises of contentment.


    Adrian stared at them in the mirror, burning the image into his brain for later, for when he was gone. “Tell me, baby. Whatever it is, you already know I’ll do it.”


    “Gold digger.”


    Adrian chuckled. “Is that all? I already planned to handle that, for Charlie. I love that reckless kid.”


    Angela sighed against his chest. “Me too.”


    Adrian snorted, hand tightening in her silken hair. “I hadn’t noticed.”


    Angela slowly retreated, letting go of him. “Be safe.”


    This was the goodbye she wouldn’t give him in front of the camp, but Marc was listening to every word, every touch, every heartbeat. “Take your own advice, Angie. Let him keep you safe. Settle down, be calm.”


    Angela’s face revealed a mix of loathing and fear that Adrian understood. “When I come back, I’ll give you both all the excitement you need. It’s only a few months. You can hold on that long.”


    Angela’s emotions went blank, like she’d wiped a board clean. “You’re not coming back, Adrian.”


    “Yes, I am.” He rubbed his thumb down her cheek, then dropped his hand. “Marc needs me as much as you do, and you’d never deny him something that would keep him here. I’m part of your lives now. Take the next three months and get him to adjust to it.”


    Angela rotated toward the exit. “I have other options.”


    Arrogance laced his tone. “Such as?” Adrian knew he didn’t have any competition here.


    “Tell Ivan I said hello.”


    As her stiff shoulders disappeared around the corner, terrified rage filled Adrian’s heart. Ivan! And Marc likes him because of the sacrifice he made in saving their grandchild. They were friends!


    Adrian hurried through the door and went in the opposite direction.
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    Marc sneered as Adrian rushed into the lounge and dropped into the chair across from him. Knowing where that man’s face had recently been made Marc want to punch him. It was also a relief that he was struggling to accept.


    “What would it take? I’ll do anything you want, make any sacrifice you come up with.”


    Marc stared at the floor as his mind spun through the future.


    Adrian assumed Marc was holding out for something big. “I mean it. Just tell me what you want!”


    Marc finally looked up.


    Adrian saw the jealousy and hatred, but there was something else that he hadn’t expected. “What’s funny?”


    “How stupid you are.”


    Adrian leaned back in the chair. “You told me not to waste the gift!”


    “See? Stupid.” Marc stretched his long legs out. “That wasn’t stupid. That took more courage than I believed you were capable of.”


    “A smart man would have walked away.”


    “Well, we’ve already established that you’re not smart. But you are bold enough to want me there, to have me as part of the moment. Ivan wasn’t.”


    Adrian slowly began to thaw, to think. “He wouldn’t share?”


    “Oh, he would have at first, but then he would have tried to find a way to split us up so it was just them.”


    “Like you’ve tried to do.”


    Marc regarded him coldly. “So stupid.”


    Adrian considered it again and found a different player who he kept forgetting was more than capable of manipulating them all. “Like Angie tried to do.”


    “And why would she do that when she wants us both?”


    Adrian forced his brain to work instead of dozing like it normally did after great sex. “So we didn’t kill each other.”


    “You have to stop being stupid!” Marc controlled his impatience. “I did kill you. In ways, you did kill me. And while it was happening…”


    Adrian’s eyes widened. “She gained control.”


    “Of everything you have, everything I have, and soon, the entire world. All she had to do was wrap two alpha males around her finger and get them to cause enough drama to hide her actions.”


    Adrian’s brain kicked in. “But she also had to keep those males apart enough that they didn’t figure out what she was doing and stand together against her.”


    Adrian stared at Marc. “And if she’s letting us have this moment–”


    “Stupid!”


    Adrian tried again. “If she set it up for us to have this moment, that means it’s too late to change that fate.”


    “So…?”


    Adrian remembered why he’d been frantic to get here, to convince Marc not to pick someone else. “She was twisting me up. She already made the choice, and it’s not Ivan.”


    “It never was.”


    Adrian enjoyed the relief. He tried not to sound petty. “You like him more. You spared his life. He saved her grandchild.”


    Adrian kept going when Marc didn’t call him a name again. “Why would she pick me over Ivan?”


    “Tell me how you’re different.”


    Adrian was sure this wasn’t easy for Marc. He tried to get it right the first time. “I’m more manipulative, a bigger risk taker. I’m not as controlled, and I’ll happily share. I care about the greater good of Safe Haven more than myself…”


    Marc nodded, bitterness creeping back in. “You’re just like her.”


    Adrian saw that now. It pleased him. “Ivan followed your orders. He would have stopped her plans and plots and cut off her freedom.”


    “And that is the one thing she will never sacrifice again, not to me, not to you, not to these damn sheep. Ivan lost the chance to be a part of our lives as soon as he started acting like me.”


    “Because she needs the opposite in your third wheel, someone to carry her through the separations when you can’t force yourself to stay with her, someone who encourages her to be herself even when it’s dangerous.”


    Marc rested his head on the chair. “You’re going to have to stop letting her wind you up. I won’t always have the patience to talk you through the stupid moments.”


    “You won’t always be here to do it, you mean.”


    Marc fought the restlessness that was already oozing back into his heart and mind. “When I evaluate the last 18 months, can you guess what three events are highlights for me?”


    Adrian knew the first one without a doubt. “Convincing Angie to give you another chance, to love you again, to let you slide between those legs and love her like you’d dreamed about for most of your life.”


    Marc’s head lifted. He locked eyes with Adrian.


    Adrian swallowed, forcing his brain to keep functioning. “The second was Kendle. Finding out there was someone else who could almost give you that feeling without having to be in control of your life the way Angie is.”


    Marc stayed quiet, willing Adrian to get the third one correct. The part about Kendle wasn’t, but Marc didn’t want to talk about her right now.


    Adrian started to say shooting him in that train tunnel, but different words came out. “Being away from her while you were fighting the government.”


    Marc almost smiled. “Tell me why.”


    “It wasn’t for the excitement... It was for the same thing she won’t ever sacrifice–your freedom!” The rest of it connected for Adrian. “When you’re with her, it’s all about her, and you get lost. You need the time away to be yourself, to have freedom of choice, to have your needs and desires met.”


    Marc did smile this time. “Not always stupid. Good to know.”


    Now that he’d made the connection, Adrian had to finish it. “Those times in your childhood when you were separated from her, it wasn’t always by force… You set it up!”


    “I had to have time away.” Marc drew in a ragged breath. “You’ve experienced a little of it, of how demanding she is, how all-consuming. Imagine that for 25 years.”


    “But you weren’t with her for 15 of those–”


    “I dreamed of her every night! I heard her voice on the wind and saw her eyes in every sunrise! There was never a minute that I didn’t regret trying to break free of her hold on me!”


    Adrian was stunned. “It was by choice.”


    Marc’s self-loathing was clear. “When she says I chose the Marines over her, she’s being polite so these people don’t run me out. I chose my freedom and left her to her fate. She didn’t tell me about the baby, but neither of us believe it would have mattered. I wanted to be free.”


    “You got what you wanted, what you groomed her for, then abandoned her.” Adrian was furious. “How could you do that?!”


    “Isn’t that what you’ve done to every woman you ever been with?”


    “No! I never told them I loved them and promised them a future, then dumped them alone and in danger. I’m not the piece of shit. You are!” Adrian lunged forward and punched Marc in the mouth.


    Marc’s head bounced off the soft chair and came right back to the same position. He didn’t defend or retaliate. He barely felt it as his lip started to swell. “That’s something else Ivan would never do.”


    “What?!”


    “Defend her against my mistakes, punish me for it. When he and I had this conversation, he excused it as youth and the abuse I’d suffered. He even tried to say she cursed me to feel this way, that she needs to be tightly controlled.”


    Adrian rubbed his knuckles. Punching Marc was like hitting a wall. “That’s when you decided to send him away.”


    “I owe her more than I can ever make up for, Adrian. I wasn’t going to gift her to someone like me!”


    “And that’s why I don’t have to worry about Ivan returning, why it’s stupid of me to get wound up over it, because she’d never accept him.”


    Marc nodded. “But she did need us to have this conversation, so a tiny push sent you flying in here, willing to give me anything I want if I’ll let you put your mouth between those legs again.”


    “When in reality, it’s always been her choice because you’ll give her anything she asks for to make up for what you did.”


    “Yep.” Marc’s anger and bitterness faded into the need to sleep, but he didn’t want to do that with her roaming around by herself. “She doesn’t have a guard right now. We dropped Danny off at Brittani’s cabin. He enjoys the shows they watch.”


    Adrian rose. He paused by Marc’s chair and put a hand on the man’s thick shoulder.


    Marc shuddered. “We are not friends.”


    “And that’s better, because you can hurt me and not feel bad for it.”


    Marc swung out and hit Adrian in the side, dropping the man to his knees.


    Adrian gasped, air knocked out of him.


    Now eye-to-eye, Marc smiled. “Thank you.”


    “My honor!” Adrian crawled out of the room before Marc showed any more gratitude.


    Marc shut his eyes and went to sleep.


    He dreamed about his time with the Indians.


    It was the second most important event for him.


    That’s where I belong. And it’s a lifestyle that Angela will never accept.
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    “The boss bought us some time from Nature, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be other threats. Accidents and outsiders can happen, as well as medical moments and running out of supplies.” Tonya’s voice carried out into the corridor. “I’ve tried hard to account for everything, but as we roll, don’t be afraid to talk to me about things that come up. I’m not a dictator. I don’t mind explaining why I made a choice or what it might lead to if we don’t do it my way.”


     


    Angela had stopped outside the cargo bay entrance, listening. She wasn’t offended. Tonya had a different leadership style. And she’ll find out why I’ve done things that way. All good leaders have to learn it for themselves.


     


    “We’ve covered most of the trip details now. We’ll talk with Jayda for a minute about our destination and then call it a night. We all need some sleep. Dawn is coming in about nine hours.”


    There came sounds of people turning toward someone, shifting chairs, and a woman nervously clearing her throat. Angela leaned against the wall, listening and viewing it through Neil, who’d felt her approach and connected them so she didn’t have to come in and steal Tonya’s thunder.


     


    “Our files say you’re from Mississippi.”


    Jayda was a little uncomfortable with everyone studying her, waiting to hear her pain. “Zane and I moved there after the wedding. I made it a condition. I needed to get away from my family.”


    Tonya stayed in front of the rows of chairs she’d put out for this meeting. “The family in New Mexico?”


    “Yes.”


    “But?”


    Jayda sighed. “But Zane was always part of the problem. Our life together quickly mirrored what we’d left behind. When war came, I went to Ciemus to start over again.”


    “Did you tell him you were leaving?”


    “No.” Jayda didn’t elaborate. I ran as fast and as hard as I could and hoped the chaos going on around me would cover my trail.


    Greg gestured at the map Tonya had pinned to the dusty cargo bay wall near them. “That means we can stay in the west and avoid the crazies who are gathering in the east.”


    “Yes.” Tonya pointed at the path she’d marked in red. “Jayda told me a few weeks ago. I revamped our destination.”


    Thomas frowned. “You didn’t tell anyone.”


    “I knew we had a traitor. If Willie and Doris contacted anyone in the states to warn them about our arrival, they’ll be waiting for us in the wrong location.”


    “Smart.” Greg examined the map again. “What about the lab that the boss recommended?”


    “We’re still going there.”


    Greg traced the map mentally, memorizing their plans. “So it’s South America, New Mexico, and then Baja?”


    “We’re going to Baja first.” Tonya pointed. “We’re sailing to the eastern side, here. We’ll scout for vehicles upon arrival, then go to Jayda’s family home. Our ship will be safer in that cove than just sitting in the open ocean, but it could still be trapped if we’re attacked, so it’s a risk. I just don’t want to sail around the tip of South America again. We don’t have that much time to spare.”


    Everyone was relieved that the Mitchel family would be along for the trip to get Jayda’s family and the lab stop. They also agreed with the choice to skip the tip. Coming through there hadn’t been fun.


    Samantha was good with maps and distances. “It’s 4000 miles from here to Baja, Mexico.”


    Neil spoke up. “It’s actually part of California, though it is Mexico.”


    Erin studied the map from Greg’s side, where he’d kept her since Lisa’s attempt to curse her. “Baja, California isn’t in the US?”


    Tonya laughed. “You’d think so, but no.”


    “We’ll be at my family home in two weeks?” Jayda wanted it to take longer, even though she knew they needed to get back here with the supplies as fast as they could.


    Tonya ran through it. “We’ll do roughly 20 mph in that small ship. Each day we’ll average about 450 miles, give or take. It should be 9 days to get to Baja. Two days to find vehicles and make them roadworthy. Then two more days to reach Carlsbad. A bit less than two weeks.”


     


    Out in the hallway, Angela let go of the connection with Neil and continued down the corridor. “I don’t need both of you. Fight it out. Whoever wins has duty over my kids.”


    Adrian lowered his invisible shield.


    Vario did the same.


    The men grinned at each other. Then Vario headed for the children who were with the den mothers for baths and a meal.


    Adrian wasn’t sure if he should have taken that chore. He needed some time with Sarah to start the bonding process.


    “I’ll cover that.” Angela slowed a bit to let him catch up. She wasn’t worried about Sarah. All she had to do was show that powerful witch the history she and Adrian had. Sarah would understand it quicker than Marc or Adrian had because she was completely loyal.


    Adrian lifted his shield again. It would appear that she was alone on the monitors, giving assassins a chance to target her. “Talk to me?”


    Angela knew what he wanted. She gave it to him while she did rounds. “It’s only been you and Marc. I said that before, but no one believed me. It was easier to think I’m a whore who uses lust for control than to understand what I needed was two versions of the same man.”


    “We’re really not that much alike.”


    Angela stopped, turned, sent out a strong wave of need.


    Adrian resisted it and stayed alert in case someone tried to hurt her. Now was a perfect time for that.


    Angela resumed her rounds.


    “I don’t get it.”


    “He’s right. You have to stop being stupid.”


    Adrian scowled. She heard it all!


    Angela grunted. “I’m a master manipulator now, Adrian. Of course, I listen to the moments I set up. How else would I stay ahead of the game even when I don’t have the energy to view the future?”


    Adrian reached through his shield and sent a blast of his energy into her.


    Angela moaned. “That’s good! Not as good as your mouth, but everything can’t be perfect.”


    Adrian grinned, still tasting her on his lips. But his mind was on other things. “Why not Greg?”


    Angela peered into each room they reached, scanning the small spaces where a problem might able to hide. She walked through the larger ones, not skipping anything.


    “You know how it feels so good to sit by a crackling fire right as a fall chill is blowing through? The smoke, the soft heat, the fuzzy glow? That’s Greg. Nice and soft and a fond memory, but too easy to leave behind. There’s nothing there to excite me, to hold me. And he wouldn’t have been able to resist that wave of need like you and Marc can. I would be in danger even while he’s guarding me.”


    It was an interesting description. Adrian had to keep going. “And Ivan?”


    Angela frowned. “A tall, twisting roller coaster that you can’t wait to ride, and then the seat harness comes down, and you’re trapped as it spins you through loops and turns you can’t handle. You limp off of it, hurting and promising yourself you’re done with it, but it lingers in your mind, saying the next time, you’ll be ready for it, it won’t be as rough, you’ll be the master. And then that damn harness comes down again and chokes you with regret.”


    Adrian knew Ivan wouldn’t have been able to resist her pull either. He understood that point now. It made him proud that he was able to withstand her alpha draw. “Is that how you see Marc?”


    “Never.” Angela smiled. “He’s my sun, the light that guides me through the darkest of days, the rays that give me hope and keep me alive. He’s the heat I can’t touch because it burns. He’s the glare in the sky that blinds me. He’s everything I need and everything I hate about the opposite sex. You can’t ever be him. If you try, we’re done.”


    “You told Ivan that too.”


    “And he still wanted Marc’s approval more than mine. He still respected Marc more than me. He still wanted me baking cookies and sucking his dick instead of leading this camp!” Angela stopped, furious all over again.


    Adrian expanded his shield around her, making them both invisible to the world. “I’ll never do that to you.”


    Angela spotted a shadow coming around the next corner. It held a knife tightly. The steps were slow and careful. “No, you’ll let me do what I want because it’s what you would have done or what you wouldn’t have had the power to do.”


    “Yes.” Adrian’s lips were against her ear, voice soft, sexy. “What do I want to do right now, Angie?”


    “Consume.”


    “Very good. Take what we both need.”


    Angela shivered. “Do it with me.”


    Those words were more proof that she was corrupt now. I’m hunting lifeforces with my lover. Adrian swallowed the lump in his throat. “It would be my honor.”


    The normal came down the corridor, inching along, head swiveling nervously, determinedly, hunting for her. Dressed in all black, the woman didn’t blend in. The silver cross around her neck said she was one of the church members who’d witnessed too much today to keep accepting this odd new life.


    Adrian held his shield tightly. Neither of them made a sound as the woman approached their location.


    The normal felt them at the last minute, when it was too late. Her eyes widened; her mouth opened to shout, though for whom, none of them knew.


    Adrian lowered the shield.


    The knife came up.


    Angela slapped it out of the woman’s hand, already inhaling.


    Adrian joined her. Horrible shrieks filled the calm air.


    Angela inhaled hard.


    So did Adrian. They fought to split the lifeforce, delighting in doing what was forbidden, what was wrong.


    The woman’s death came. She fell to her knees, then fell over.


    Adrain and Angela snapped her lifeforce in half and swallowed it like a fine wine, savoring the moment.


    When the Eagles arrived, Angela walked by the corpse. “Burn it or dump it, your call.”


    They stared at her and then the body, not sure how to respond.


    Adrian lifted his shield and stayed behind her, not saying anything. Someone would replay the video and see what had happened. There was no need to explain it.


    Adrian connected to Marc. She’s fine. We’ll stop by there in a bit. Go back to sleep.


    Marc’s relief came, and then the sense that he was doing exactly that.


    Angela smiled as the acid burn on her arm healed and vanished. “He’s right about that too. You’re not always stupid.”


    Adrian chuckled and moved closer in case they needed to do it again. “Thank you for giving me this. It will be hard to be away from Safe Haven. I’ll have this to hold onto.”


    Angela thought about how good it had felt to have them both for that tiny space in time. “I did it for me, Adrian. I’m demanding and all-consuming, remember?”


    Adrian felt her bitterness and shrugged. “I don’t see you that way. He’s never been able to understand that co-leading is possible if he’d just put our people first and himself last.”


    “That’s not how Reichers are wired. If they aren’t the center, it all falls apart for them.”


    Adrian scanned the halls and the rooms ahead of them before she got to each one. He remembered his duty even while he wallowed in this new connection with her and Marc. “That’s not what he wants, though. He longs to be alone with you, so he can make up for the past.”


    “He can never make up for the past!” Angela’s rage was hot. She pushed it back into the crypt. Her voice calmed. “I knew when I called him that he would try to change for me because of that guilt. And he’s made progress. Every trauma I’ve put him through forced his brain to rewire.”


    “But it crushes you because even though he deserves it, you love him and don’t want to hurt him. You want him to change on his own, to prove that you’re the most important thing in the world to him, that you’re worth the effort, that your love is worth the effort, that this is your destiny too and he’s supposed to share it with you, not take it from you.”


    Angela stopped, standing stiff, as pain blasted through her heart. A lone tear traced her cheek. “That’s why it had to be you. We know each other so well! It could never have been anyone else.”


    Adrian didn’t cover her in the shield this time as another shadow appeared ahead of them. He also didn’t take a liberty by kissing her like he wanted to. That would only happen by her choice or with Marc there, so she never had to feel guilty about it. “In every lifetime, we’ve given in. It destroyed us all, but there was a solution.”


    “It was never supposed to be pairs.”


    “No. That came from human jealousy, not the Creator.” Adrian prepared to drop his shield as the camp man ran toward her with noisy steps and a dull knife from the mess. “We won’t have to repeat this curse again. We’ll get to go home this time!”


    Angela opened her arms to the screaming assassin who’d been with this camp since the mountain.


    He jerked the knife toward her heart.


    Adrian dropped his shield and fired a blast of magic that hit the man and knocked him into the wall. His knife clattered to the floor and skidded along the wall.


    Angela inhaled.


    Adrian joined her, once again fighting over who got the bigger half of the lifeforce.


    Eagles ran down the passage, near enough this time to hear the fight and see the result. They slid to a halt, horrified and approving at the same time.


    When Angela and Adrian moved on, the Eagles secured the scene and listened for the next assassin to be removed. They now expected it to be a long night as Adrian used her for bait to draw out the more obvious threats. It was something Marc would only have done if she’d insisted.


    Angela went up the stairs to the next deck. The halls were empty here too, leaving plenty of opportunity for another attack. This time, it was likely to be a magic user. This was the descendant living area.


    “How did you see Kenn?”


    Angela’s hatred rolled through the drafty passageway and raised the temperature. “He was my hero, my knight in shining armor who impaled me on his sword and then stomped on me with his steed. He became my nightmare, my terror in the darkness.”


    Adrian hated Kenn even more. “And now?”


    Angela went by an empty cabin. “He’s the demoted court jester who’s still dangerous, the serial killer who’s been confined so long that it seems like he isn’t a threat anymore. He’s the hand of abuse, always lifted and ready to drop. Very little has changed in my feelings for him.”


    “You really have kept him alive for Tonya, not for a study of humanity’s ability to change.”


    Angela didn’t deny or confirm because it didn’t matter. She needed Kenn alive, so he would stay that way.


    She stopped near a cabin Adrian recognized by sight and scent. Conner’s voice echoed, excited and scared.


     


    “I’ll wear one every time!”


    Candy grunted. “After a couple of orgasms, it won’t go as fast, and you’ll have more control.”


    “I’m not taking that chance.”


    “Yes, you will. It’s not the same with a rubber, and you want both experiences. So do I.”


    “If you treat me like I’m my dad, I’ll end up acting like him!”


    “Then I want to get married right now.”


    “I want my family to be there. We’re going to wait.”


    “They aren’t coming back, Conner.”


    “Yes, they are.”


    “Marc and Sarah don’t want that.”


    “Their wants don’t matter. They aren’t the boss.”


    “Fine, we’ll wait on the wedding, but not for the sex. Put that rubber on and come show me those pointers Wade teased me about.”


    “Don’t take that dress off! Stop! Wait… Damn. You’re so beautiful.”


    “Enough to screw?”


    “Don’t call it that! I’m going to make love to you for the rest of the night, and then we’ll face the consequences together.”


    “Deal!”


     


    Angela walked away without interrupting.


    Adrian stayed close, shield up and senses on high alert. “Are you going to punish them?”


    Angela entered Sadie’s cabin. The blue-haired tracker was sleeping. She appeared happy.


    Angela left Sadie’s door open and went toward the descendant lounge. “I’m not going to have a direct hand in what Fate nudges, but I’m also not going to stop it.”


    “Does he die?”


    Angela couldn’t take the feel of Adrian’s terror. “No. I love your reckless kid.”


    Adrian smiled in relief. “Me too.”


    Angela snorted. “I hadn’t noticed.”


    They walked through the lounge and went toward the rear exit together; the tension was building again. They paused, turned.


    Sadie woke. She’d heard Adrian’s voice. She rose from her bed.


    Another door opened.


    Sadie saw a rookie Eagle stalk by with his gun in hand. She let him go by, then went out behind him. “Hey!”


    The tracker spun around, gun coming up.


    Angela fired a freeze blast, stopping him from firing.


    Sadie snatched the gun from him, then used it to smack him in the forehead. He hit the carpet hard, unconscious.


    Angela resumed her rounds. “Don’t let that lifeforce go to waste. Then do a check. There might be two more assassins hiding behind their cabin doors.”


    Sadie eagerly consumed the treat, forgetting all about Adrian.


    There hadn’t been much noise, and most of the cabins were empty right now. This attack didn’t trigger the guards who were still handling the previous attempts.


    Eagles who’d been observing on the monitors hurried toward the scene.


    Sadie swallowed the lifeforce in pleasure. I was just dreaming about a great meal and then bam, here it is!


     


     


    2


    “Are you worried about her regressing and getting sick again? Is that why you encouraged that?” Adrian had a fondness for his former lovers, Sadie included.


    “A little, but it’s also a reward. She’ll figure it out. She’s not stupid all the time either.”


    Adrian chuckled, but it was a challenge that he immediately set out to solve. “She agreed to marry Panaji, and she’s trying hard to ignore me. She might be able to let the vendetta go after I leave…but it’s more than that. A lifeforce is special.” Adrian thought about the unopened package lying on her end table. “For a baby. Panaji asked her to stop taking birth control.”


    “Very good.” Angela loved the way they used language to create stronger bonds. They gave the same phrases back to each other, often. The exact words didn’t matter; the emotions behind them and the connections to previous moments created threads that couldn’t be broken, even by Fate. “She’ll be a protective mother, and our kids need that. Panaji will be a great father. The lifeforces will strengthen her before it happens. You leaving will give her a burst of energy that she’ll work off by…”


    Adrian remembered their time together clearly. “By riding him until he’s raw.”


    Angela snickered. “Can’t blame her. It’s a great way to release stress.”


    Adrian held in a leer as they went by the next set of cabins and heard Kyle begging Jennifer to do it once more, just like that. Sex was on everyone’s mind.


    “Spring and fall, our drive increases.” Angela glanced at him. “Though Mitchels don’t need a seasonal push, do they?”


    Adrian loved spending time with her when she was in a good mood. “Not at all. We’ll dry hump a tree if the wind blows the wrong way.”


    “What about your daughter?”


    Adrian tensed for a second, then recovered. “You really are sneaky.”


    “Just another way we match.”


    Adrian sighed. “Alexa is everything that I’m not. I trained her some of the time and arranged her main lessons with family and other untrustworthy sources. I put her through hell so she can walk through it now and never feel the burn. She’s perfect for her destiny, like you, and she deserves more than what Fate has in store.” He met her eyes, shield flickering. “Like you.”


    “How are we different?”


    Adrian made his shield solid again as the feeling of wrongness increased. “She’s not capable of loving anyone but me and even that carries a sharp edge of loathing. Her quest will have to teach her more emotions, because she only cares about honor right now, and that won’t be enough to hold her through the ugliness. She’s more reserved and controlled than you are. She’s also less hopeful for the future because she knew all of this was coming, and it turned her soul dark. You had Marc’s love. She had the labs and a father who cared more about the sheep than his offspring.”


    Angela felt his pain deeply. She’d made hard choices too, knowingly, that had hurt her kids but enabled these people to survive. Their bond grew stronger.


    Cabin five.


    Angela had also narrowed the sense of wrongness to the cabin next to Neil’s. She didn’t search for him, but she was certain that Death was nearby, waiting for the next turncoat to be exposed.


    Angela used her foot to push the cracked door open.


    Ray looked up at her from the floor. A knife was in his grip.


    “We’re fine here.” Grant wanted her to keep going. He and Ray were busy.


    Angela and Adrain spotted the box of tissues, the men in their boxers with huge hard-ons, the playing cards flipped over to reveal a winning hand, and realized they’d misunderstood. The knife had opened a stubborn box. The sense of wrongness was the guilt both men still felt for being gay.


    Angela scowled at Ray. “No one here cares who you poke. You’re both adults and willing. Ride each other until you throw your backs out.”


    Adrian snickered, pulling the door shut. “Let them alone. They’re busy.”


    Angela walked away, frustrated. “Are we ever going to be able to recover from the oppression of the past?”


    Adrian wanted to give her a lie, but the truth came out instead. “Not us, but our kids will have some peace from it, and their kids might get to live free of it altogether.”


    Angela opened the door to the passageway outside this deck. “Thank you.”


    Adrian shoved her aside, expanding his shield to hold the attacker in place.


    Angela thudded into the wall and brought up a shield of her own.


    Adrian fired a sleep spell that disoriented the tall, thin man who’d been about to stab Angela in the throat. He shoved the man down and pulled his own knife.


    Angela watched the muscles flex in Adrian’s arm as he cut off the man’s shirt and carved a message into his chest.


    Enough!


    Adrian stabbed the man in the heart instead of draining the lifeforce so the body wouldn’t wither, leaving the message clear to those watching the monitors.


    He held out a hand.


    Angela took it, lighting up at the contact. “You haven’t asked me yet.”


    They stepped over the corpse as Eagles hurried toward the scene.


    Adrian led her toward the employee corridor to clear it out next. The last two attackers had come through here. “I’m scared of your answer.”


     


    There were prints in the dust, but no more attempts as they walked the long passage.


    “It’s all over the monitors by now. The others will wait for a better time or location.” Adrian still stayed ready to defend her. They moved in unison, a dangerous pair searching for more peril.


    Angela stiffened suddenly, breath catching again. “Or another target!”


    Adrian took her arm and propelled her toward the nearest door. They emerged into a bright hallway. He hurried her down the stairs and turned them toward the lounge.


    Angela recovered. She slid in front of him, anger pushing aside fake plants and chairs. Her fury rolled out in front of them, almost visible, touchable.


    Adrian was aroused by how powerful she was becoming, by how she wasn’t hiding it anymore. She was their alpha. The need to pretend otherwise was gone.


    Angela strode into the lounge and glared.


    Marc didn’t open his eyes. “It was over too fast to call you.”


    Adrian scanned the withered corpses of the huge camp male and his dumpy wife. They were slumped against each other on the couch. Both of them had been in this camp longer than Marc and Angela.


    Eagles also hurried in, drawn by the monitors and the screams.


    Angela ignored them all. “I sent guards to you.”


    Marc shrugged lightly. “I sent them to bed. Even rookies need their sleep.”


    “They’re out of my army. You don’t have the authority to order them away, and they know it.”


    “Yeah, about that…” Marc grinned. “I might have been practicing mental management while you practiced physical guidance.”


    Angela sighed. Her lip twitched. “That makes me horny.”


    Marc laughed.


    Adrian shook his head in tolerant amusement. “Let’s go to the next lounge. This one no longer smells like good sex.”


    Marc stood, holding out a hand.


    Angela spun a finger.


    Marc obligingly rotated and knelt to let her climb onto his back.


    Adrian lifted his shield and trailed the lovers while the Eagles wondered when the attack spree would end.


    “I stirred them up today, letting the camp see it all. They want my power so they can change the course of history.”


    Marc wasn’t angry about that. He preferred the assassins to be caught. “Why did you give me rookies who wouldn’t have been able to defend me?”


    “They’re not good, Marc. She was trying to remove them without having to do it personally.” Adrian knew that was the only reason she would have left him with subpar protection. “Now, she’ll have to find another way.”


    “No, I won’t.” Angela had already covered it. “I saw them lurking in their cabins as we went by. Sadie is handling it as we speak.”


    Adrian smirked. “So sneaky.”


    “It will look like an assassin got to them, maybe even that they died honorably.” Angela didn’t want the Eagles to be stained by these attacks the way the camp and the church would be.


    “I’m sorry.” Marc hadn’t meant to interfere with her plans ever again.


    “I counted on you sending them away.” She kissed his neck. “You feel better now, stronger.”


    Marc remembered that he’d refused to take lifeforces during the riot. “Sneaky doesn’t even cover it.”


    Angela snuggled against his strong body and yawned.


    The sense of danger that swept over them wasn’t welcome.


    “More?” Marc brought up a shield.


    Adrian stepped closer, head swinging from side to side. This felt thicker, sharper.


    “Can you both fire through my shield?” Angela brought it up so they could feel it.


    “Yes,” their confident answers overlapped.


    “Been practicing, have we? Sexy.” Angela smothered another yawn. “My body is processing. I can only defend now. Go to the cage.”


    Marc changed direction and hurried up the stairs. The feeling of danger was all around them. “It’s one of us.”


    Adrian stayed close. “More than one.”


    Angela rested her cheek on Marc’s shoulder. “No survivors.”


    “Quick and clean?” Marc hated the note of hunger in his tone.


    Angela loved it. “Consumed, as an example to the others.”


    Marc felt the dozen dangerous magic users waiting for them. He refused to ask if she was sure this was how she wanted to handle it. He took them into the darkness, trusting her.


    Angela’s eyes lit up bright red. “Shut the door.”


    “Lights?”


    “Leave them off. No one else needs to see this.”


    Adrian shut it and locked it, almost drooling. Taking lifeforces wasn’t as good as sex, but it was close.


    Across the room, danger came out of hiding and moved toward them.


    Marc let her slide down his back, dropping his shield as she lifted hers. “No other exits. We’ll stay right here so no one can escape.”


    The 12 descendants who’d blended in for almost a year advanced, gathering energy for the battle. They didn’t run or shout, but they were afraid.


    Adrian stepped in front of Angela and pushed her against the door. The enemy would only get her if they could kill both him and Marc, and then get through her defenses.


    Angela’s shield vibrated as the first blast of magic struck, illuminating the gym, letting them all see each other. They’d gathered here to wait for her to come by on rounds.


    For a few seconds, time stood still as the assassins reconsidered their choice.


    Then Angela laughed, mocking the change of heart that had come much too late.


    It triggered their slaughter.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Eighteen


    Good Enough


    Descendant Living Deck


     


     


     


    1


    “The kids are covered. Nine vetted magic users are on duty over them, along with the den mothers, Anna, Dalton, and Morgan. That deck is more secure than Ft. Knox used to be.” Wade walked in front of the gory trio as they headed to Angela’s cabin. He eyed the woman on Marc’s back and tried not to grin. Angela looked like she’d had a fun day. That’s not just Marc’s scent on her.


    “Neil and Samantha are also on their way there to spend the night. All the bodies have been removed. I have point until dawn, then Jennifer and Kyle will take over.” Wade didn’t mention Cody and the gossip that had flown about him being given point during her the battle with Nature. Most people had been glued to the monitors, enjoying the murder mystery show until they got too tired to stay awake. Cody was safe.


    Wade opened the door for them and held it. “Tonya won’t be leaving until noon. We didn’t have enough time to get her out of here by dawn.”


    Wade caught a familiar odor as Adrian went by him. He did grin this time. “We’ve done two full rounds of the ship, cleaned up the messes, and it’s all quiet. The camp is sleeping now, believe it or not.”


    “They know the boss has it covered.” Adrian started to shut the door in Wade’s face.


    Marc smirked. “We’ll call if she needs her XO.”


    Angela roused herself enough to call, “I always need you, Wade. Stab them all!”


    “You know just what to say, Boss.” Wade chuckled as he walked away. The jealousy from her men was amusing. Seeing them work together to cover her needs made him proud. Keep working on it, Angie. You’ll eventually get what you want.


    In their cabin, Marc carried Angela into the bathroom and sat her on the counter. He avoided looking in the mirror. He didn’t feel guilty, but he didn’t want to view the blood that was drying on his face and hair or that might change. He had more sympathy now for the normals and for the magic users. I understand the fear that drove them to attack after seeing so many myths in person today. It was just too much for them to handle without reacting. “My extra kit is in the closet. The jeans in there might fit you.”


    Adrian was already digging out clean clothes for Angela from the wardrobe. He grabbed a change of clean duds for Marc as well, tossing all of it onto the bed. “I’ll go to my old cabin once we get her settled. I left a kit there in case…”


    “You were allowed to come back.”


    “Yeah.” Adrian found socks for both of them, then turned the heater on.


    “Too much fuel.”


    Adrian scoffed at Angela’s tired voice over the water turning on. “The boss is allowed to have comforts.”


    “Shut it off!”


    Adrian did as she ordered, but he didn’t like it.


    Marc helped her into the shower, seeing new bruises, the scrapes, the purple ankle. “Those all came from the dock fight. Shouldn’t they be gone now?”


    “Lifeforces usually only heal internal injuries or open wounds.”


    Marc frowned at Adrian’s reminder. The limits of magic were always a frustration. He expected it to heal everything.


    Angela held still while Marc began to meticulously wash the gore from her hair. She’d lowered her shield for the last few attackers, too tired to keep it up, and was splattered by blood as he and Adrian performed tandem kills with their blades. “You guys put on a great show for me. Much better than flashing some shiny feathers or a big red ass.”


    Marc’s laughter filled the bathroom.


    Adrian eased toward the exit. After all the time together and the new bonds they’d created, he didn’t want to keep pressing his luck.


    “Get the blanket pulled down. Wash your hands and be ready to help get her dressed. She’s fading fast.”


    Angela pouted. “Am not.”


    Marc kept washing her hair, body hardening against his will. “Hush now. Let us take care of you.”


    “Really?”


    Marc sighed, unable to be angry at her eagerness when it had been his idea. “Yes.”


    Adrian didn’t want to waste a bottle of water, and the only sink was in the bathroom. He entered the cramped, steamy space and tried to be quick. He’d scrubbed his fingers clean on the inside of his jacket to dig out the clothes, but getting her dressed would definitely rub off the gore that was on his palms and forearms.


    Marc supported Angela while she washed her body. “Is it normal for her to crash this hard?”


    Adrian admired the view of himself in the mirror. He enjoyed being covered in the blood of his enemies. “She absorbed a lot of power today through her new shield and through the lifeforces.”


    “That’s why I’m asking.”


    Adrian flushed. Marc’s tone said he was being stupid again. “No, no death sleep this time. She’s just exhausted from her body trying to convert the power into usable fuel. She’ll get cold, too. That’s why I wanted the heater on.”


    Marc rinsed her off as she finished washing, lingering on her glossy, silky hair. “We do use the A/C when it gets hot. She said we have covers for when it’s cold.”


    “Yeah.” Adrian returned to the bed and pulled down the blanket. Her scent hit him in the nose and brought a shiver. It was almost too much to still be here. I have to be dreaming all of this.


    Marc carried her out with a towel around her, dripping water. He laid her on the end of the bed and grabbed the sweatpants. “Get her into the shirt.”


    It wasn’t the first time Adrian had seen her naked body, but it felt different this time as he slid her slippery hands through the openings of the maroon Marine shirt. There was no secret lust, no waves of dangerous rage from Marc, no trying to act like he wasn’t aroused. It was almost soothing.


    Teeth chattering now, Angela wanted to help them, but the best she could do was be still while they worked. “Really was f-f-fun.”


    Adrian snorted. “Go to sleep.”


    “Slam you.”


    “Like you have the energy for that.”


    Angela laughed sleepily and clumsily crawled into the center of the bed.


    Both men gazed fondly at her ass.


    Marc returned to the bathroom. “I’ll be a few minutes, and then you can have it.”


    Adrian covered Angela up to her neck. “I’ll be right down the hall.”


    Marc paused. “Stay?”


    Shocked, that one word was all Adrian needed. “Um, yeah. Okay.”


    Marc stripped and got into the shower.


    Adrian went to dig out the extra kit from their closet.


    Angela tried to stop shivering. “You’re tracking blood on my f-floor.”


    Adrian removed his boots and put them in the bathroom with the pile of bloody clothes and shoes from her and Marc. He decided to add his shirt to the pile and his socks too. Angie was cold, but the temperature in the cabin was perfect for him.


    Adrian stood still after that, watching her and listening to the people outside. Patrols were going by. Things felt peaceful again. That thick sense of danger was gone. There was just a dim cabin full of kids’ gear, the sound of the shower shutting off, and the stunning woman observing him from the bed that he longed to be in with her. Coming in here feels like a calm, empty void.


    Marc came out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist and another one around his neck. Water dripped over his hard skin and hit the carpet as he motioned. “She set a three-minute time limit for adults.”


    Adrian hadn’t realized she was being so strict about the utilities.


    Marc dried his hair some more. “We give our extra time and supplies to the kids, so they can play in the water and have bubbles.”


    Adrian smiled. “She really is the sweetest killer that I’ve ever met.”


    Marc snickered as Adrian went to the shower.


    Angela shivered under the thick blanket. “Back.”


    Marc slid on the clean jeans and tossed the shirt and socks onto the dresser for in the morning. “Five minutes.”


    “Three.”


    “Deal.”


    Angela curled tighter in the blanket.


    Marc got the extra blanket from the bottom of the bed and covered her up. “It might be 10 minutes.”


    Angela smiled against the blankets. “I’m fine. Better now.”


    Marc didn’t hear the chatter anymore and hoped that was true because he wanted a few minutes to himself before they settled in for the night.


    “Could have just sent me to the movies if you want to be alone with him.”


    Marc chuckled. He leaned over and kissed her cold cheek. “Goodnight, baby-cakes.”


    “Night, Brady.”


    Marc went to the window and peered through the shade. It was very dark and it felt tranquil. That didn’t mean much in the life they had now, but it did seem like the action was done for a bit.


    “It is.”


    “Didn’t we say goodnight already?”


    Angela pouted again. “Back.”


    Marc chuckled. “Five minutes.”


    “Three.”


    “Deal.”


    Angela yawned. “Back.”


    Marc refused to keep it going this time.


    Angela tried to get warm. Her toes were icy.


    Adrian came out of the bathroom in the jeans from Marc’s extra kit.


    Marc felt Angela’s attention shift and snorted. “Make it fast. I want you to sleep.”


    Angela lifted her head, bright red eyes going over the two of them as they stood in just jeans, with water dripping and hard skin glistening.


    “Shall I wipe the drool from your chin, dear?”


    Angela dropped her head back to the damp pillow. “Leave it. Lube is good.”


    Both men were shocked into laughter.


    Angela shivered, eyes shutting.


    Unable to resist, Marc and Adrian spent a minute examining each other, trying to see what Angela had found so attractive.


    “Damn, I wish I could stay awake!” Angela could feel the difference in their moods, their hopes and their fears. She yawned so hard her mouth snapped shut with a loud click.


    Marc motioned. “She likes to cuddle up to my back. Get in there and take one for the team.”


    Adrian stared. “Are you kidding?”


    “Are you stupid?”


    “Yes, we’ve established that!” Adrian went to the bed and found a comfortable spot facing away from Angela.


    “Back!”


    Adrian inched backward, closer to her, closer. Contact! Stop! He watched Marc, expecting abuse.


    Marc felt only relief as Angela draped an arm around Adrian’s hip and finally let the tension escape her body. She would be out like a light in a couple of minutes.


    Adrian forgot how to breathe as her scent swarmed him. Too hyper to sleep, he lay there stiffly and resumed trying to figure out if he was dreaming.


    Angela pushed her cold feet against him through the blankets.


    “Hey!” Adrian flinched away.


    Angela wrapped a leg around his, arm curling around his bare chest, and pulled him tight against her cold body.


    Adrian’s eyes flew to Marc.


    Marc shrugged. “Take it like a man.”


    Adrian swallowed, suddenly so disoriented that he didn’t think he could take much more. “Stop it now.”


    Marc snorted. “Had enough already? I thought you Mitchels were tough.”


    “Slam you.”


    Marc snickered. “Only if I’m on top.”


    Angela grinned at their snipping as sleep tried again to claim her. “You’re always on top. Makes it hard for me to sit on your face.”


    Marc laughed, eyes sparkling. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    Adrian chuckled, relaxing as more time passed without Marc trying to kill him.


    Marc sighed, tension filling his body enough that Adrian froze.


    “She’s upset that you didn’t ask. Get it over with so she’ll go to sleep and give me a few minutes to myself.”


    Demanding and all-consuming. Adrian was starting to understand what Marc meant, but he still didn’t feel that way about her. “How do you see me, Angie?”


    Angela’s arm tightened around him as Marc spoke for her.


    “You’re her partner in crime, her guilty pleasure, her secret desire. You’re her heartburn, her headache, her swollen ankles, and cramps. You’re everything good and bad about longing and lust. You’re the reason she didn’t give up in the mountain when I failed to believe in her, to help her. You’re the reason she’s here with us now.” Marc gave Adrian some of his own emotions too, raw and unexpected. “I’m grateful. We both are.”


    “Fuck.” Adrian shut his eyes. “I hate to cry!”


    Marc nodded. It was another way they were alike.


    “Love you guys.” Angela drifted off.


    Adrian blinked away the moisture and waited for the ugliness to restart.


    Marc perched on the edge of the dresser. “It normally takes about half an hour, and then I can slide out of the bed without waking her. On a night like tonight, I’d be able to do it in 10 minutes.”


    Adrian eyed the clock on the nightstand.


    “Stay and enjoy it.”


    Adrian gawked.


    Marc chuckled coldly. “Didn’t expect to hear that from me, did you?”


    “Absolutely not.” Adrian immediately pushed his luck by twining his hand through Angela’s and leaning back against her like a lover would.


    Marc expected to be jealous, and he was, but only a little. Adrian was taking his place and giving him freedom. It was hard to be unhappy about that.


    Adrian began to understand how much had changed. “When?”


    Marc stiffened again. “That damn lab. Everything changed for me.”


    “Why?”


    This was another reason Marc wanted Adrian here. He needed to talk to someone other than his wife about the issues in his broken brain. “My father charmed the women, knocked them up, then sent his kids out to be tested and die in other labs. He loved Tilly and Cerise, as much as he could love, but there was never jealousy over the females themselves. It was only the possible threat to his control, to his power, that he resented. Even his thoughts of you were about Mitchels versus Reichers, never about you stealing Tilly’s heart.”


    “That’s all you’ve worried about with Angie since the day you guys came to Safe Haven.”


    Angela shifted restlessly against him at that name.


    Adrian lightly squeezed her fingers. “They’re fine. The kids are fine. Marc’s fine. You’re fine. Rest now.”


    Angela’s body relaxed fully as sleep claimed her.


    Marc let out another relieved breath. “When I tell her that, it still takes minutes for her to believe it and fall out. She trusts you more.”


    “I’ve never hurt her the way you have.” Adrian sighed. “I can’t promise I never will. I’m a Mitchel. We make a lot of mistakes.”


    “But you’ll never leave her. Everyone is wrong about that.”


    Adrian realized Marc wanted that assurance face-to-face. Just hearing him tell Angela wasn’t enough. Marc needed to know why this relationship was different. “She’s like my mother, so much that you’d think they were related. Cruel, hard, calculating, cold. They accepted their destiny and then brought it to life. Power hungry, but never stepping over that line without good reason. Beautiful, but never relying on that to get what they need.”


    Adrian’s eyes shut as he continued. “But where my mother could never accept my choices, Angela understands every one of them because she’s made the same bad decisions and lived with the same awful results. There could never be anyone else.” Adrian opened his eyes and smiled charmingly at Marc. “But it’s not just her.”


    Marc’s nostrils flared. “I’m not gay, and neither are you.”


    “Nope. My ass is a one-way pipe.” Adrian grinned with Marc. Then his tone deepened. “I’ve never had a brother I could trust.”


    “You still don’t.”


    Adrian shrugged, falling into cold mode. “This was your idea. If you’d rather I acted like a rival, I can do that. Tell me what you want.”


    “I want to switch places.”


    Adrian started to get up.


    “I mean for the run.”


    Adrian blinked. Then he laughed aloud.


    Angela’s grip on him tightened.


    A frown planted itself across Marc’s forehead.


    “Do you really think she’s going to allow that?”


    Marc scanned their bodies and sent Adrian a graphic image. “She will if that happens in the morning.”


    Adrian bit his lip to keep from groaning, to keep from begging for it, to keep from giving in like Kenn or Greg or Ivan would have. He did the right thing. “No. She won’t want it this fast, it will crush the bonds that are growing between you and me, and it still won’t matter. You can’t guilt her into ending things. If you’re going to do it, act like a man and just walk!”


    Marc smiled. “Good enough.”


    Adrian understood it had been another test. He scowled. “That’s more than enough.”


    Marc flipped off the lamp and came toward the bed.


    Adrian listened to him crawl in behind Angela, waiting to be punched or stabbed or consumed.


    “Go to sleep. She’s grouchy in the mornings. You’ll need the strength to deal with it before you’ve even had a minute to piss.”


    “And what will you be doing?”


    Marc settled against Angela’s back. “Watching, to see if I can accept you in our lives.”


    Adrian forgot to breathe. “If you can?”


    “We’ll try to be brothers who trust each other and share everything. You’ll be the motivation I need, we need, to be dull and boring together between runs.”


    Adrian swallowed. “And if you can’t?”


    “Then you’ll take my place so I can walk. Either way, I’m going to claim some happiness before I die, even if it means I lose my wife.”


    Adrian was disappointed. “That’s why she let me near her tonight. That’s why she’s accepting me in her bed. She knows.”


    Marc’s grip on her hip tightened. “She knows everything. It’s impossible to live up to.”


    The Mitchel side flew out of Adrian’s mouth before he could stop it. “Don’t ever call me a selfish piece of shit again, Brady. You’ve got me beat by miles.”


    “You think?”


    Adrian decided he didn’t care about Marc’s warning tone or his vulnerable position. “Yep. The world ended, which she survived alone, and you still can’t share leadership or put the sheep first. You refuse to accept that nothing you wanted from the future can happen now. You’re moody, depressed, angry, and it’s been rubbing off on her. That’s why she wakes up breathing fire. It’s you. You’re still the same arrogant kid who knocked her up and left her because the grass on her side wasn’t green enough. You make me sick.”


    Marc’s stomach churned. “Thank you.”


    “For being an asshole when you need a friend?”


    “For putting her first when I can’t ever seem to do that.” Marc buried his nose in her hair and let the tension fade from his body. She’s alive. We made it through another day.


    Adrian suspected Marc had given him the easy sell so he would convince Angela the breakup was needed, that the time apart would be for her own good. “I’m not doing that to her. I won’t ever lie to her.”


    “Yes, you will.”


    “Give me one good reason why!”


    “You love her. The pain on her face will be too much to take. You’ll protect her, give her every part of yourself, and never stare out the window at night in longing the way I do.”


    Adrian muttered angrily, “Piece of fucking shit.”


    Marc went to sleep with that ringing in his ears.


    Adrian stayed awake for another hour, listening to Angela’s mutters and Marc’s gasps as nightmares took them both to ugly places. He wanted to comfort them, especially Marc, who he now felt beholden to even though the dislike had sharpened.


    Adrian stayed still instead, observing. Mitchels always did their best when they knew what they were walking into before they reacted. But I am going to react. You can bet that sweet pussy on it. I’m being offered the life I’ve wanted since our eyes first met, and I’ll be damned if I’m walking away from it like he is. Once she lets me in, we’ll be together forever.


    “Marc…” Angela rolled over in her sleep, reaching for the scent she wanted.


    Adrian sighed in disappointment.


    Marc smiled and held her close.
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    “She’s about to start screaming. Wake up, Stupid.”


    Adrian jerked awake. His nose registered the scents of vanilla and fire. His hand came to her back automatically, words falling out. “Wake up, Angie. It’s just a nightmare.”


    Angela’s mouth opened, lungs tightening…


    Adrian followed his instincts and grabbed her ass with his free hand. “Angie!”


    Angela’s eyes snapped open, bright red.


    Adrian let go and cringed into the pillow.


    Marc chuckled.


    “You were about to scream! I didn’t know what else to do!”


    Angela glared, lips pursing, mood souring as she realized she was laying on him and not Marc. She looked around and found her husband sitting in the chair near the bed, grinning.


    Marc’s amusement fled at her ugly stare. She wasn’t just grouchy. She was pissed.


    Angela’s witch replayed the conversation they’d had while she was sleeping. The longer it went on, the angrier she got and the more worried the men became.


    When the witch fell silent, Angela looked down at Adrian. Their legs were tangled, and his hard, warm chest was pressed against her breasts. Her hands were around his neck, and her hair was all over them both, wild and frizzy. “Well, isn’t this some sloppy shit?”


    Marc winced.


    Adrian decided to change the morning routine. He kissed her.


    Marc froze.


    So did Angela.


    Adrian used his Mitchel charm and hope he survived. Good morning, baby. Missed you.


    Angela hadn’t been woken like this in so long that it worked. Her anger dulled under the feel of Adrian’s lips and body, and knowing that this was what Marc wanted so he could run from her again.


    Anger lit her up again and allowed her to kiss him back. You want to be replaced? Watch this!


    Ah, shit. Adrian regretted doing it this way as his heart thumped and his body started to harden, but he didn’t stop. He expected Marc to explode at any second. I’ll take what I can get while she gives it.


    Adrian deepened the kiss, making her lips part to let his tongue slide between them. Angie!


    The sound of an arm rest being snapped off echoed.


    Adrian broke the kiss. “You should move now. I don’t want you to get hurt in the fight.”


    Angela raised up, allowing her shirt to fall open so Adrian could see her bare breasts. Her back arched, giving Marc a sweet view as well.


    Neither man reacted. Neither man considered taking things further. It was suddenly too real, too surreal, for them to do anything about it.


    Her cold laughter rang out. “Cowards.”


    She rose, storming into the bathroom. “Get out of my bed!”


    Adrian stared at Marc.


    Marc shrugged, now back in control. He set the broken chair part on the floor. “Old habits are hard to break.”


    Adrian got up and walked stiffly to the door, scowling. “You’re lying to me, to her, and to yourself. You can’t walk away from her this time, and we all know it.”


    Marc grunted as the door slammed. “Watch me.”
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    Adrian stomped into his old cabin, slamming the door.


    The woman sleeping on the bottom bunk rolled to the floor while pulling her knife. She slid under the bed and waited.


    “Sorry.” Adrian grinned as Amanda poked her head out. “Nice reflexes, though. I’m impressed.”


    Amanda rose, storing her knife. She scanned his rumpled, almost bare state. “So am I. Was it good?”


    Adrian thought about having his mouth on Angie and beamed. He didn’t try to describe it. He wasn’t sure that he could.


    Amanda held up a hand. “I get it.”


    Adrian went to get his kit from the closet, then stopped. He turned to stare at his sister.


    Amanda had laid back down on the bare mattress. She’d come here after hearing the alpha had been hunting assassins, just in case she was needed. The rest of their family was on Tonya’s ship, ready to go. It was barely dawn now. I can sleep a little longer.


    “No, you can’t. Get up.”


    “For what reason?”


    “I have an idea that might get us both killed.”


    Amanda sat up, yawning. “Details.”


    “You’d like to spend some time with Marc. I’m going to give you that and prove he’s bluffing.”


    Amanda rubbed her face. “You storm in here, wake me from a sound sleep, promise me intrigue and possible death, and then top it off with Brady time?”


    “Yes.”


    Amanda sighed happily. “God, I love being a Mitchel.”


    Adrian snickered. “Come on, get ready. He’s about to call me to handle her mood flip.”


    “What?”


    Adrian didn’t want to get into that. It would take too long to explain. “Put together a crash course on using enforcer gifts that you can teach in a couple of hours. Be ready when I call you.”


    Adrian sent her an image. “And print that out as soon as you leave this cabin. If you can’t find one in the ship’s computer system, make it up yourself.”


    Amanda quickly figured out his plan. “Wow. That really might get you killed.”


    Adrian resumed dressing. “Us, my dear sister. They’ll know you’re in on it.”


    Amanda shrugged. “I’ve been strangled, almost raped, accused, embarrassed, scared, beaten, threatened, and semi-evicted from a place I considered a home. I really could give a shit less what displeases either of them.”


    “Spoken like a true Mitchel.” Adrian pulled on his socks. “You’ll get some Brady time, and I’ll call his bluff. There’s no way he means any of this.”


    Amanda’s eyes narrowed. “He let you touch her. Are you sure?”


    Adrian laced his boots, loving the vanilla smell that came from his skin. “No, and that’s why I need to do this. I’m not going to roll over for what they want based on a bluff, no matter how good it was.”


    Amanda’s frown covered her face. “What do they want you to do?”


    Adrian smoothed his golden hair into place. “I wasn’t told, and that can only mean one thing.”


    “Murder.”


    “It’s not the killing that I mind, and I already have one name. My concern is the others.”


    “You think there’s more than one.”


    “I know it. He let me touch her! Whatever they want is huge, and I’m going to make sure I’ll be paid well for doing it.”
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    She’s ready for you to help her be a functioning leader now, oh, all-seeing guide who’s never wrong about her feelings or what she needs.


    Adrian didn’t like Marc’s attitude, nor the rough edge to his tone. Do you guys do this every morning?


    No, sometimes we fight.


    Adrian hurried toward their cabin. When did this start?


    You’re being stupid again!


    Adrian recalled their conversation. This isn’t all from the lab. You’re pushing her away, or trying to, so she won’t go crazy when you’re gone.


    Marc didn’t answer.


    Now, who’s the one being stupid? That’s never going to work. Adrian opened the door and quickly shut it behind him as he realized Angela was getting dressed. He swallowed, mouth flooded with saliva. He tore his eyes away from her bare cheeks to scowl at Marc. “Have some respect!”


    Marc finished lacing his boots. “I do respect that ass. It’s the most perfect thing on this planet.”


    Angela sighed in resigned annoyance. “And now you know why I’m grouchy in the mornings.”


    Adrian waited for orders, studying the mood. It was worse than rough. Angela was getting ready to go to work, and Marc was sitting in the chair, observing her and resenting her for everything that had gone wrong since they were reunited. He’s chasing ghosts.


    Marc pointed. “She’ll need help with the zipper on her jacket. Her hand still hasn’t fully recovered, though you’d think it would have as much as she jacks off while fantasizing about you.”


    “Marc!”


    Marc lifted a brow. Had enough yet, dear?


    Angela’s good hand clenched. “This anger stage better not last much longer, or I’ll find another lab to send you to.”


    Marc winced.


    So did Adrian.


    Angela sat on the bed to pull on her socks. “You poked the fire.”


    Marc leered.


    Angela huffed. “You poked me enough last night.”


    “It’s a new day.”


    “I’m busy.”


    “You’re always busy!” Marc hissed. “Find some time for your husband!”


    “I tried that! He decided to take my job.”


    Marc shrugged. “Not my fault the sheep like me better than you. Maybe you should lean against a wall for them.”


    Angela slapped the bed. “Get out!”


    Marc strode to the door, ignoring Adrian’s shock. “Guard her with your life, or you won’t have one.”


    Marc gently shut the door.


    Adrian stared. “What just happened?”


    Angela held up a finger. “Listen.”


    Adrian did. Marc greeted the people around him politely, putting off calm vibes.


    Adrian connected it to her comment. “The anger stage?”


    Angela lay back on the bed, gazing at the ceiling. “It’s something I started a week ago to help him get through it. He has a lot of rage still building from being tortured, from seeing his team being tortured and killed. Part of him hates me for sending him there, so I give him these release moments and hope he doesn’t really mean most of what he says.”


    “A week?” Adrian saw a tear roll down her cheek.


    “A month.”


    “While you were pregnant?!” Adrian was horrified and furious. “That’s why you were having trouble. He was keeping you stressed all the time!”


    Angela stopped crying. For a minute, she just lay there, not feeling anything.


    Adrian gave her time to recover while he tried to find a way to help them, but he was leaving in a few hours.


    “You have to see it from his side.”


    “The one where he’s trying to get you, or the Eagles, to banish him so he can go do what he wants?”


    “Yes.”


    “How have you kept this hidden?”


    Angela let go of the shield she was holding over the room.


    Reality snapped into place for Adrian. The sounds were louder, the laughter booming, the door slams jarring. He stared at her. “I didn’t even notice.”


    But he had, deep down. Coming in here feels like a calm, empty void.


    Angela sat up, taking a deep breath. She pulled on the boots at her feet. “It really was fun.”


    Adrian grinned. “You taste like you smell.”


    Angela blushed. She stood and went into the bathroom. “Find me a kit. Stuff it for a long day. I’ll do my own zipper.”


    Adrian got busy. He also did a quick clean of their cabin since she didn’t have time for it. He wondered who’d been cleaning it until now. He’d never seen it messy. Not that I’ve been in here much.


    Angela brushed out her hair, tossed it into a ponytail, and began braiding it. “We usually do it as we’re leaving or right when we come in. He does help.”


    Angela pulled on her jacket and struggled with the zipper. Damn it, hand, can’t you just fucking work with me for a change?! “We have a lot of stops.”


    “Morning mess for food first, then whatever you want.” Adrian made a mental note to write down what all had happened to that arm and hand, so he could finally come up with a plan for recovery that would work. He hated it that she still hadn’t gotten back full use of it yet. He also resented Marc for not even trying to help her recover.


    Angela came out, replaying their moments, their fights, their dreams. “How do I get him over it faster? This is exhausting. I’m almost out of patience.”


    “I’ll work on it and give you some ideas before I go.”


    Angela took the kit from him and put it on. She yawned once more, then went to the door. “Stick close. Don’t be shy.”


    Adrian gawked. “This is odd.”


    “Being rewarded for saving my life is odd?”


    Adrian followed her without answering because he didn’t know what to say. He’d saved her before and hadn’t been treated this way. They’re bluffing. They have to be bluffing.


    Angela spun around and leaned in. She kissed his lips, softly, warmly, then turned back around, leaving a shocked group of witnesses and Adrian with a hard-on from her boldness.


    A grin split his face. “It’s gonna be a great day!”


    People around them laughed and resumed their morning rituals.


    This deck was full of activity, with laughing kids running through the halls, morning love sessions taking place behind locked doors, and a general vibe of contentment that Adrian was sure the other decks were lacking. The women were in pajamas, with unbrushed hair waiting to be tamed, while bare-chested males prowled to the lounge in search of coffee. They’re happy. “You’re doing a good job, Angie.”


    Angela tried not to cry. Marc never told her that. Other people did, but it meant so much more coming from Adrian that she had to blink away a tear.


    Jennifer came through the passageway with a dusty box in her hands. “Guess what we found shoved in the rear of a storage compartment?!”


    Kyle was right behind her.


    Angela read the word filter. “Awesome. Now that’s a great way to start the day.”


    People made faces and turned away to keep her from seeing it.


    Adrian caught it all. Your secret fighting isn’t really secret.


    Angela ignored him, opening the box. “How many?”


    “Five. It will cover the two main intake pipes on this ship, with a change after a month.” Jennifer scanned for trouble and found what Adrian had. These magic users weren’t the problem. It’s the normals and the church group that we have to watch out for.


    Adrian agreed, though it was still surprising to have Jennifer in his head, with her husband on stand-by.


    “And the rest of the ship?” Angela shut the box.


    Kyle took it to carry in his good arm, even though he was Jennifer’s guard while she covered point. She’d tried to share that job with him, but he’d refused. He had something to handle first.


    “We’re about to go shut off the fountains and sinks and the other pipes. The cleaned water will go to the mess and the medical bay. We can’t have people brushing their teeth with water that hasn’t been properly filtered. Even too much salt can do damage. The salty water will still flow to the toilets and showers.” Jennifer’s eyes went to Adrian and then back to Angela. “It’s ready when you are.”


    Adrian frowned. “What am I missing?”


    Angela’s relief was reflected in her voice. “We found a dentist and got him set up. Marc’s going to be his first patient.”


    “That’s good.” Adrian assumed Marc was scared of having his teeth worked on. It was another surprise. Before we left America, I didn’t think Marc was afraid of anything but losing Angie.


    Angela kept them rolling. There was a lot to cover today. “Council update.”


    “Samantha and her family are walking on the island. Daryl is in town with his work crew. Dwight and the rest of the new police force will be on duty over there in about an hour. Grant is on the bridge, leaving some notes for us. Gus and Bernice haven’t come out of his cabin yet, but they’re bound to get hungry eventually.” Jennifer consulted her notebook page for the rest of it while Angela laughed. “Terry is on duty in the medical bay. Piper is in the lounge, and Morgan is overseeing the rest of the supply loading. Tonya is with Kenn and their kids for some alone time before she leaves.”


    Angela took the bottle of water that Sadie handed her. The tracker was so much healthier today that she’d been put to work passing out drinks. “Did he make a choice?”


    Jennifer watched Sadie nod at Adrian and then move on. There were no waves of hatred this time. “Tonya made the choice for him. She said she wanted to be one of the women who got to rule the world, and if he really loved her, he’d stay here and plan their wedding. Kenn dropped his chin and said okay.”


    “Excellent.”


    Adrian sensed Angela’s happiness about that had more to do with Kenn still being here than with Tonya being part of that future power group.


    “Next?”


    “Ralph might finally be adjusting. He promised Daisey he’ll use his gifts to keep them alive, but she’s not talking to him now, just keeps praying or begging the Eagles to save her.” Jennifer had no sympathy. “Don’t even think about it, Boss. She earned it, and so did he.”


    It was hard on Angela. “Banishing an elderly couple feels more wrong than just killing them.”


    Kyle cleared his throat.


    Angela denied his offer. “No, but thank you.”


    Kyle hadn’t expected her to say yes. “I need a minute, later, when you’re with your worse half.”


    “My right hand will make a note on that.”


    Adrian realized that was him and grinned again as he got out his notebook.


    Angela headed toward the exit while Jennifer and Kyle went to install the filters.


    Descendants slapped Adrian on the shoulder as he came by, thrilled that he’d once again saved the boss. Their mouths didn’t ask him to stay, to fight for a place, but their eyes did.


    “We’re stopping here for a minute.” Angela pointed at the little lounge near the steps.


    Piper stood up.


    Angela waved him in. “She needs to tell you something. I’ll stay in sight.” And then she lifted her shield and vanished from their view.


    Adrian immediately started stressing.


    Piper chuckled. “I’ll make it quick.”


    Adrian went to her and kissed her cheek, willing himself to feel anything for the dark-skinned beauty, but there was only faint fondness and nothing more. “I would have said goodbye.”


    Piper smoothed her Eagle jacket. “I know, but it would have been on the top deck as you were leaving, and then I couldn’t have told you that I’m a conjurer.”


    Adrian blinked. “Again.”


    “I’m not normal.” Piper sent him a short replay from the battle with Nature on the submarine.


     


    Piper didn’t waste time firing at Nature. She brought up her shield and ran to stand over Adrian while he recovered. She already knew bullets weren’t going to be able to get through. She was depending on her magic.


     


    “Only the boss caught it. We were all busy with Lady McSnot, but recently, it occurred to me that it might have been the baby.”


    Adrian remembered that fight, but not Piper’s role in it. “You weren’t pregnant then, or if you were, not far enough along for you to be able to use the baby’s power.”


    “I also absorbed one of Sadie’s spells in a cage match after we got home. Even if it was the baby, how did I know I could do that?”


    Adrian remembered the first conjurer Safe Haven had welcomed without knowing what he was. “Biff.”


    “Exactly.” Biff had gone bad, but Piper didn’t hate him. “I duplicated some of it without even knowing. I’m a natural born hybrid, a normal with power. A conjurer.”


    Adrian was happy for her. “You’ll be safer this way. I’m delighted.” It meant his unborn child would be safer too.


    “Sure, but that’s not why I’m telling you.” Piper put a hand on her belly bump. “We know it’s a Mitchel, but it might not be like you. It might be like me.”


    Adrian wasn’t sure how he felt about that.


    Piper put her other hand on his cheek. “I don’t know how to raise a conjurer. I barely know what it is or how to do it. You have to find one while you’re gone, and bring them back here to help train me and this baby.”


    Adrian turned toward where Angela was still standing with her shield up.


    Angela scanned the monitors, seeing how crowded the mess was getting. “I’d love to add conjurers to my army. As long as they’re good.”


    That mattered to Piper too. “Vet them and bring them back.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.” Adrian held Piper when she slid into his arms for a hug, remembering their brief, hot times together, but there was still nothing from his heart or his body. I’m ruined for other women.


    Angela smiled and walked away.


    Adrian quickly followed. “Drop your shield, Angie. Save your strength.”


    Piper went the opposite way to do a shift with the den mothers. She wasn’t offended that Adrian didn’t want her now. I’m a Reicher. No one wants me.


    She was still adjusting to learning her family line and what her fate would be when she died. Trying to make up for her mistakes so she wasn’t dropped into the fog for eternity was a hard task that she didn’t know how to accomplish yet. The only bright spots in all of this were the coming baby, and finding out she was related to Ray and Marc. It kept the camp from abusing her. “This sure is a strange new world we’re all living in.”


     


     


    2


    “We need to go to the mess now, Angie. You have to eat.”


    “Shortly.” Angela opened the door to the kids’ area.


    Adrian couldn’t be upset when the little faces turned their way and broke into cheers and grins, then ran toward him with open arms. “This is a great reward.”


    “I did it for them, not you.” But Angela was glad he would enjoy it. She wanted him to have wonderful memories too. This is where I come for stress relief. You taught me that.


    The kids were dressed warmly against the new chill in the air, with longer sleeves and thicker pants. Their faces were filling out. Candy sessions had helped keep the weight on them. It wasn’t an ideal diet, but the children weren’t going to eat some of the foods they had left, like oatmeal, because they didn’t understand starvation. Only if their bellies began to hurt would they change their minds, but Angela was determined that they wouldn’t suffer that effect of the war when they’d already been scarred by so many of the others.


    Angela went to the cribs and spent a minute loving on Mike and Mia while the den mothers finished dressing the smaller babies.


    The twins studied her with smiles and gestures that said their first words weren’t far away. Both of them were sitting up on their own now and reacting to noises and voices. They were a bit behind in motor skills, but Angela attributed it to being hidden for the first months of their life so they weren’t executed by the masters of Market Town.


    Angela picked up Karleen, sighing in contentment when the baby’s lifeforce reached out to hers. She connected them as she sat in the rocking chair to nurse. Love you.


    Adrian kept an eye on Angela as he played with the kids, now understanding why she hadn’t gone to the mess first. She would have felt guilty for eating before her daughter was fed.


    Angela groaned lowly in relief as the ache in her swollen breast eased.


    Adrian chased the kids around, waving off the den mothers who would have told them to quiet down. “They need this, and so does the alpha.”


    Angela’s lips thinned, but not in anger. She couldn’t help being disappointed that Marc never did this for her or the kids.


    Adrian tickled Cate, teasingly shoved Cody, ruffled little Roy’s hair, then darted behind the row of beds to avoid the mob of screaming, laughing kids. I’m also doing it for me. I love them.


    I know. Angela burped the baby, then switched her to the other breast. She felt Sarah’s anger at Adrian being here instead of Marc, but she didn’t explain it. The powerful witch knew as well as she did that Marc would never give all of these kids a moment like this. He sometimes took his born kids to the playground and let them have fun, but he didn’t run around with them, and he certainly wouldn’t open himself up to orphans. Am I asking too much of him?


    Adrian tickled another child and hopped over a toddler, grinning as they tried to block him. It’s not wrong of you to want a mate who loves kids the way you do. It’s also not wrong for him to want to stay to himself.


    Adrian realized she’d gotten him to see things from Marc’s point of view. Now that he had, it was easy to understand what had happened. Every time Marc opened up, he got crushed. He was almost killed alongside of his sister. The obsession with you took over everything else. The Marines wanted obedience, not individuality. He ended up killing Kendle to save you. His entire life has been about staying closed off so he survives. Not even being tortured could change that because caring for his team also hurt him.


    Angela burped the baby again and fixed her clothes. She held her infant and finally asked the question that mattered. Should I just be happy with what he can give me?


    Adrian leapt onto a top bunk to avoid the many small hands. It would stop his resentment, and increase your bitterness. In a short time, you’d be back to fighting. But trying to change him isn’t going to work either. You’ve put in more effort on that than anyone expected, and you’ve seen some progress, but it gave you a man you don’t even like. You have to stop doing that now.


    Adrian jumped to the floor and started hugging the kids, winding them down. He wants freedom, and it’s his life. You have to let him live it.


    Even if he’ll die?


    Adrian sighed. Yes.


    So you can take his place, I guess? Angela glared.


    Adrian denied that. “The alpha said I’m not coming back. Hug me while you can.”


    The kids tackled him. For a minute, Angela couldn’t even see him under the pile.


    It gave her time to recover. The thought of not being around Adrian anymore hurt, like he’d intended it to. Marc wasn’t the only one who poked her.


    Angela and Adrian left the kids’ area a few minutes later, not talking but very aware of a new urgency lingering. Time was short. When she reached out, he took her hand and held it for a few seconds of comforting contact.


    Angela pulled free as the mess came into view. Hundreds of voices echoed. It was overflowing with people and good smells. She didn’t care about any of it today. Yesterday, she’d brokered a deal with their biggest enemies, then had a physical moment that would live in her mind forever. Tonya was soon to leave, and Safe Haven would be forgotten while that crew fought to achieve their goals. The season would change before they saw these people again. They’re going home, and I’m staying here with a man who’s starting to hate me and a camp that wants to kill me. Leadership wasn’t as attractive anymore.


    Adrian chuckled. “Keep pushing that hard sell, baby, ‘cause I ain’t buyin’ it.” Adrian went in first, clearing a path to the center table for her.


    Angela went to the corner table and slid into Marc’s arms as he opened them.


    Marc buried his face in her chest. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela held him, pain easing. “I love you.”


    They stayed that way while the witnesses thought about how special they were and what a great relationship they could have if Marc would just accept his place.


    Adrian got her a tray and cup, appreciative of the congratulations but not answering those who suggested he stay anyway. The act Angela was playing didn’t feel like an act. And if it’s the truth, then she can finally be mine, with no ghosts between us.


    Adrian scanned the lovers, detecting the tension that shouldn’t be there and the slight stiffness from where they weren’t fully resting against each other. It looked real, but it couldn’t be. Marc and Angie were deeply in love. Nothing could ever split them up. This has to be a trick.


    Adrian went to the center table with her tray, put it down, then returned for his own meal while his mind worked on the mystery.


    And he watched as she stood, kissed her husband, walked away. Even the witnesses felt the tension this time and assumed Marc had done something new to cause it.


    That’s it! Adrian hid his expression and tried not to think about the discovery, but it was impossible. They made a dangerous deal.


    Adrian sat across from her with his notebook open to a blank page, but he listened to other tables while Angela started picking at the food Trevor had put on her tray.


     


    “Are you sure? We could ask her to let us stay.”


    Molly scoffed angrily. “We’ll be back. We aren’t banished.”


    “Are you sure? We could stay.”


    “You just said that.”


    “Yeah, but I meant stay in the US this time, if that would keep you safe.”


    Molly finished her flavorful oatmeal with a shudder. Hate this stuff! “You’re still working for the boss. We’ll be back even if it’s just for visits.”


    Thomas smiled, but he was worried about her. There were bags under her eyes and that blue shirt was what she’d had on yesterday. “I just wanted to be sure.”


    A cool draft blew through the mess.


    Molly tried to avoid it while almost everyone else enjoyed it. The mess was crowded and too warm right now. Molly ogled the handsome man in the white shirt across from her to cover it, hoping he hadn’t noticed her reaction.


    Steps came to a halt near their table.


    “Be safe.”


    Molly lit up at the sound of Dwight’s voice. She eyed his new police uniform with a quick leer. “That looks good on you.”


    Dwight stood taller. “It’s the right choice. I’m a bit long in the tooth to be an Eagle, but this will be good for me.”


    “You’re not old at all.” Molly felt someone glaring at her and refused to look at the rear tables where Thelma and her sons were sitting.


    “Hurry home.”


    Thomas shook hands with Dwight, grinning. “You just want a shark hunting buddy.”


    Dwight chuckled. His attention went to Molly, then back to Thomas. “See you in a few months.”


    Molly didn’t watch him walk away.


    Thomas did. “It’s a shame he and Thelma are always fighting now. He’s a good man.”


    “I think so too.” Molly changed the subject. “Good food today.”


    Thomas began rambling about how much he hoped Trevor stayed here.


    Molly nodded in the right places and counted the hours until she could leave.


     


    At Angela’s table, Adrian connected to her mentally. He didn’t want to miss any of her thoughts while he narrowed in on a different conversation taking place behind the counter.


    Also interested in that one, Angela allowed him to stab bits of food with her fork and direct it toward her mouth while they listened.


     


    “I’ve decided to ask Tonya if I can go, so I can spend time with my biological dad. I want to get to know him. He’ll help me be a true Mitchel.”


    Trevor flinched from that blow. Well, that makes the choice for me. “Then I’m staying here. I can’t handle watching that.”


    Gordon wiped crumbs from Trevor’s pink apron. “Good, ‘cause I was bluffing. I like it here, and it’s good for you.”


    “What?”


    “You like the work. I’ve seen you smile a couple of times and the people here like you for the meals. Things are better for you now.”


    Trevor sighed in relief. “What about for you?”


    Gordon glanced around. “I’m a rookie Eagle wearing rookie clothes and gear, so I’m being sniffed, tested, and lied to. It’s interesting.”


    “Anyone who has your attention?”


    “Not yet, but I’m lightly sampling the goods.”


    “Really? I thought you and Fern…”


    Gordon’s good mood vanished. “I’ll do anything she wants or needs. It’s not the same.”


    Trevor frowned. “Did she say you owe her that?”


    “No, she made it clear that she doesn’t want anything from me, not even my company.”


    “Rumor says she had a thing for Timmy.”


    Gordon grinned again. “Still does.”


    “They’re an interesting match.”


    “But not for me?”


    “I don’t think so. You’d always feel bad because of what your mother…” Trevor’s mouth snapped shut.


    Both males stopped talking. After a minute, they split up and went about their morning routines, mood once again ruined by Tilly’s betrayal.


     


    Adrian had to give his opinion. “You can’t unlock Trevor, ever. He’ll snap.”


    “I agree.” Angela sipped her powdered juice, wishing it was a beer and a shot.


    “He needs a new mate, in time. Someone loyal and not pushy at all.”


    “I agree.” Angela speared another bite. “How did Gordon get so many magical kids that he could share his gifts that many times?”


    “He’s a Mitchel, Angie. He was never without friends to satisfy him.”


    Angela snickered.


    “I figured out what you guys are doing.”


    “And?” Angela chewed the food that tasted a lot better with Trevor’s additions, but still held no appeal for her.


    “It won’t work. You’ll need something a lot more convincing.”


    Angela grunted, swallowing. She directed his attention to Marc’s table.


    Adrian shifted to get a better view.


     


    Charlie stopped by Marc, tray in hand and a snotty expression on his face.


    Marc gestured with his coffee cup. “Have a seat. No reason you can’t be bitch at me and eat at the same time.”


    Charlie flushed, but he sat down. He needed to say something to his dad and this was the last chance to do it before he left.


    Marc hated the entire black ensemble Charlie had on again. The rebellious vibe was clear. “You’re spending a lot of time with Kenn these days.”


    Charlie swallowed a big mouthful of the oatmeal. “I’m usually sad.”


    “Except when you’re with me or Kenn?”


    “Yes.”


    “What do you feel then?”


    “Fury. It keeps me fighting for the future.”


    “For the future where your mom leaves me and kills him?”


    Charlie scanned the mess instead of answering. He spotted Ellie at a corner table with some of the kids and the other adults who’d signed up for the new police force. They were doing a patrol of the island shortly, then they would work here on the ship for a few hours.


    “She’ll be with the den mothers after that.” Marc still didn’t know why everyone had approved Ellie so quickly.


    Dwight went by their table with tense steps, distracting Marc. “Do you know what’s going on with him?”


    Charlie scooped another bite. “Yes, but I’d rather not say.”


    So his wife doesn’t find out he cheated?


    So the person he cheated with isn’t poisoned when she comes back.


    That narrowed it down to someone on Tonya’s run. Marc wasn’t surprised.


    Charlie noticed that. “How did you know?”


    Adrian warned me it might blow up later.


    I guess he pulled it from Dwight’s thoughts.


    Marc snorted. “A cheater recognizes their own kind.”


    Charlie’s anger flared back to life. “And that brings us to the reason I stopped by.”


    Marc and Charlie were both aware of the witnesses they now had. Half of the cafeteria had stopped talking to listen to them.


    “Why weren’t you with her last night while he was using her for bait?”


    Marc sat his cup down. “She didn’t need me.”


    “Why weren’t you with them?”


    “She didn’t need me.”


    “That’s not an answer!”


    Marc had expected Charlie to be upset that they’d had a physical moment or that they’d all spent the night together, but not about this. “He had it covered. I would have been in the way with my protests.”


    “You didn’t want her to do it?”


    “Of course not! Why would you think I would be okay with risking her life that way?! She isn’t some camp slut that deserves to be used as a bait!” Marc caught himself and calmed his tone. “She makes her own choices, but don’t ask me to watch the ones I don’t agree with.”


    “What if she’d died? Would you have cared then?”


    “She didn’t.”


    “She could have! She’d just fought Fate and Nature, then she was attacked multiple times and you never left that lounge! You trusted the Mitchel.”


    Marc’s anger rose up again. “So did she! So does everyone in this damn camp! You all like him more, trust him more.” Marc gestured toward the center table. “He’ll probably be your stepfather at some point.”


    Charlie laughed coldly, standing up. “No, he’ll be a real father. You’re the one who can’t put aside his personal shit to be a dad. He’ll love me enough to help me even when he’s busy or stressed. And you know what else? He’ll find time to love my mom too. They’ll be happy together and you can just fuck off!”


    Charlie left stunned silence in his wake as he stomped out of the mess.


    People who hadn’t understood how bad things were watched in shock. Those who’d suspected it hoped Marc got his shit together before he lost everything.


    Marc picked up his cup and resumed stewing on his post-apocalyptic life.


     


    Adrian looked at Angela.


    “Like that?”


    Adrian nodded. A couple more of those scenes, and people would have no trouble believing Marc had left because of bad relationships and not because he was being sent on a run that would destroy their enemies or get him killed.


    Angela forced herself to swallow, pain lacing her tone. “Why does it have to be one or the other?”


    “It doesn’t.” Adrian made another connection. “But not alone, right?”


    Angela glanced at the monitor, where Jennifer and Kyle were on the top right screen. They were reading through an instruction manual to figure out how to get the filters changed. “No.”


    Not every banishment was really a banishment and not every split was really a split. Their enemies wouldn’t know how many agents of destruction she’d sent out or how long they’d been in place.


    Adrian only had one question left. “Where do I fit in?”


    Angela waited a minute to encourage people to return to what they were doing. Then she made a gesture that he couldn’t mistake.


    You’re the trigger.
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    Marc studied that center table with sullenness and discontent. Adrian’s her Man Friday, and he’s always thrilled to do it. He’ll never resent the loss of his freedom.


    “Nope. He doesn’t view it that way.” Wade sat down across from Marc and began picking through the tray Charlie had left.


    Marc sensed Wade wasn’t here to deliver a lecture and allowed the man to stay.


    It didn’t help his mood, though. Wade was in full Eagle gear. The mess was littered with police uniforms and Eagle clothes. Even those who were off duty had donned the precious garb to salute the courageous leader who always risked so much to give them peace. It made Marc’s stomach churn.


    More kids came into the mess; his twins were in that group. They rushed over to hug him, but Marc noticed how reserved they were. He caught memories of Adrian playing with them this morning and knew that was related, but not how.


    Cody went to join Angela at the center table, reminding people that he was important, that he’d been given point, that he’d soothed their fighting with bets.


    People greeted the perfectly neat little boy politely, approving of his slacks and dress shirt. He looked like a leader-in-training.


    Angela hugged Cody, then sent him to the kids’ tables so he could have fun.


    Cate scanned the mess and found a table with three people who weren’t getting good words or good vibes, even though they deserved both.


    Marc waved. “Go on.”


    Cate flew through the crowd in her blue jean jumper to reach the table where Bret was sitting with Alicia and Margret.


    Wade drained Charlie’s cup of powdered juice. “You’ve been letting them spend time together because you knew he was leaving, and you remembered how hard it was on Angie when you were gone.”


    Marc frowned slightly.


    Wade caught it. “Because you remembered how hard it was on you.” He scowled. “Did you ever think about what she went through while you were gone, even once?”


    Marc picked up his cup and drank from it.


    Wade shook his head, disgusted. “I’m here for a favor.”


    Marc snorted. “And that’s how you think you’ll get it?”


    “Yep. You’re an asshole. It’s what you respond to.”


    Marc remembered Angela’s comment about Charlie and sighed. “What do you want?”


    “No, I’ll do you a favor.”


    Marc frowned. “Why?”


    Wade’s eyes went to Angela.


    Marc scowled. “It’s always about her and what she wants. I’m so sick of this place I could puke!”


    People who heard him gawked. They’d all thought he was making progress.


    I was, while she had me isolated in the medical bay. Now I’m back out here among the masses, and I hate it. Nothing’s changed for me! “I’m almost done.” Marc resumed his cool mantle of control. “What kind of favor?”


    Wade was suddenly sure nothing Angela did would ever be good enough for Marc. “The kind that saves a life. That’s all the details I have.”


    Marc considered it. “The only way you could help me save lives is…” He snapped his mouth shut.


    Wade’s byzan mind connected it immediately. He studied the monitor, where one of the screens was showing the beach. He’d just left Samantha there with Neil and Amy. The trio was playing in the surf and looked happy. “I’ll do it. For them.”


    Marc added Wade’s name to his mental list. “She gave me a powerhouse.”


    Wade frowned. “She’ll give you anything you want. Try to give her something!”


    “Go away now.”


    Wade got up and left.


    Marc was even more bitter than he had already been. She wants me to go. That’s the only reason she would arrange this.


    Marc got up.


    People hurried out of his way.


    Angela signaled.


    Marc was torn. In the end, he obeyed and joined her at the center table.


    The small group of warmly dressed people who’d been going that way all paused.


    Adrian brought up a shield, getting everyone’s attention.


    Marc rotated to scan for the danger that Adrian had sensed. His hand slid to a holster when he saw them. He and Angie were both armed today.


    Angela didn’t turn. They don’t get to burn my disappointed expression into their memories. “You can leave anytime. You don’t need my permission.”


    Richie hung his head. Long black hair fell over his narrow shoulders. “I miss my people, their ways. I’m sorry.”


    Angela shrugged. “It was never supposed to be permanent. Go in peace.”


    Gio and Nero couldn’t meet Marc’s eyes as they mumbled.


    “Too different here.”


    “Can’t handle it.”


    “Appreciate the kindness and help.”


    “No female leadership.”


    Marc snorted. “You’re being taken to a place where that’s all there is.”


    Nero’s eyes lit up. “And we’ll be able to fight them, to make changes!”


    It was like staring in a mirror. Marc got the point, but it didn’t matter. “I’ll add your names to the memorial when we hear about your deaths.”


    The former worm patients ducked behind the others who were deserting Safe Haven, ashamed but not enough to stay.


    The rest of the group were normals who couldn’t stand to be around this much power, to be led by a magic user. They didn’t speak the words, but it was clear that they feared Angela.


    Angela gestured. “Go in peace. Good luck.”


    One of them, a very scarred man who’d never found a way to fit in here, found some courage. “Is there no place we can go?”


    Angela pushed her tray away. “The bunkers are run by soldiers. They don’t like magic either. You might be able to find one that also doesn’t use magic, in the east.”


    Marc bit his lip to keep from contradicting her.


    The scarred normal, Devlin, caught it. He scowled. “We’ll go to the western bunkers!” He turned and stomped out of the mess.


    The other deserters followed him.


    “I just got them killed.” Marc was horrified. “Why didn’t you tell me they would react that way?!”


    “Would you have believed me?”


    “No.”


    “Neither would they. After considering it, they would have gone to the western bunkers anyway. And that’s where safety might be found. You didn’t get them killed.”


    Marc hated it that she was so much smarter than him even though he was also byzan, that she was able to predict actions and reactions with total precision.


    Angela sighed.


    The misery in it deflated some of Marc’s anger. He put a hand over hers.


    Angela leaned against his shoulder. They stayed that way as more normals in the mess got up to go pack. They weren’t staying here either now that they believed there was another option.


    Adrian lowered his shield. “That might be the last of them.”


    Angela shrugged. “They didn’t participate in the riot, but they wanted to. Leaving really might save their lives.”


    They were quiet for a minute, letting the attention shift to a conversation taking place between two people at a far corner table who hadn’t noticed the deserters or Angela and Marc’s marital issues.


     


    “You’d enjoy it. Baking, sewing, taking care of our home. It’s an important skill set.”


    Debra sniffed her food. “Trad life.”


    Theo swallowed a mouthful. “It worked for a very long time. Most of the people in it were happy. They went on to have happy kids, and they grew old together.”


    Debra didn’t want to outright refuse again when it clearly meant a lot to Theo, and they’d barely gotten over the last fight that he’d blamed on her, but she already knew that lifestyle wasn’t going to be good to her. Trad life, sad wife.


    Debra spotted Vario and his team near the kids, doing guard duty over them. His long cloak flared out dramatically as he walked, adding to the impression that he was someone important. Her heart fluttered.


    Theo saw where her gaze was and let his mouth run. “I hear he’s bouncing on his XO. He likes a harem. Might as well be a Mitchel.”


    Debra’s green eyes narrowed under the two brown ponytails set high atop her head.


    Theo chuckled. “You’re woman enough for me, but I need the traditional setup. I’d never really be happy any other way, and neither would you.”


     


    Angela’s anger filled the space around their table, but she didn’t interrupt the conversation.


    Adrian and Marc assumed she had a plan going that would cover it.


    Selina walked by, holding Missy’s hand. Both females had their hair done in the three-braid set that was a copy of Tonya’s, chatting and ignoring everyone else.


    “We’ll sort through the stock here, mate. They have to be able to have kids, be a good dad to you, and be able to defend us if we need it, but they have to be nice to me too.” Selina wasn’t looking forward to the search the way Missy seemed to be. She wanted to take Ray up on his offer. She just didn’t want to cause him trouble with Grant.


    Missy grinned. “We can put them through tests and stuff!”


    Selina chuckled. “Too right. Just don’t go crazy. We don’t want to scare them off.”


     


    Angela snickered, easing the tension a bit. “Anyone they pick will eventually get scared. Those two are a handful.”


    Adrian knew it was more than just Missy being a kronos type that could still control time, no matter her age. She was wild and stubborn, though she hadn’t been messy in a while. She’s outgrowing that.


     


    Selina and Missy joined the kids, sitting next to Ellie and little Roy.


    Marc observed, still trying to see what was so special about Ellie that she’d been trusted with their kids this fast.


    “It’s not really fast. She’s been with us for a long time, even before the mountain.” Adrian stabbed more food with Angela’s fork and directed it toward her mouth.


    Marc kept watching the normal who might end up being his daughter-in-law.


     


    Ellie stuck a bite of the oats into Roy’s mouth. “See? Not as bad this time.”


    Roy forced it down, but it was clear that the improved flavor wasn’t enough.


    Ellie smiled at him. “I don’t really care for oatmeal either, but it’s better than an empty belly.”


    Roy smiled back. I like her. She plays with me when the other kids don’t. She’s nice.


    Ellie wondered what the little boy was thinking, but she didn’t ask. She welcomed Missy and her new mom, then resumed eating.


    “Why don’t you want to be an angel?”


    Ellie stared at Roy, surprised by his question. She slowly recovered, reaching over to pull his thin blue beanie back over his black curls. “Who told you I don’t?”


    “I heard mommy talking about it. She said she’ll share with you. I heard her tell the alpha.”


    Ellie fought the urge to look toward Angela’s table. “What did the alpha say?”


    “She approved it, if you’re willing.”


    Ellie studied the boy. “Do you want to be one?”


    Roy shook his head. “Not really.”


    Missy frowned at them both. “Why not?”


    “Too much pain.”


    “It’s safer to not be.”


    Selina shrugged at their overlapping answers. “You’ll have to accept who you really are if you want Angela’s full approval to be with her son.”


    Ellie lowered her voice. “She’s using me on special projects.”


    Selina waved her spoon dismissively. “She has plenty of Eagles for that. Don’t let it make the choice for you, mate. If you’re ready to be one of them, accept it with an open heart and enjoy it.”


    “Why haven’t you done that?”


    Selina shrugged. “No one offered to share, and I’m so grateful to just be here and safe and fed and loved that I don’t want to ask for more.”


    “Other than a baby.”


    Selina grinned at Ellie. “That’s part of the breeding tree, so it isn’t greed.”


    The normal women snickered and resumed eating without knowing the boss was listening to every word.


     


    Adrian made some notes in his book about normals who deserved to be rewarded and magic users who didn’t.


    Marc was getting tired of listening to the other people when his own needs were screaming at him.


    Angela kept a calm tone. “One more and then we’ll go.”


    Adrian shook his head and kept writing. Marc’s selfishness was a surprising disappointment.


    Angela directed their attention to a table near the counter. Stanley and Isabel were having breakfast and spending time with her kids before she left. Stanley wasn’t happy that she was going with Tonya, but he finally understood why she wanted to.


     


    “You’re doing this for the babies.”


    Isabel covered the sleeping twins in the stroller with a second blanket. The draft in here was chilly. “They have a stink on their name because of their father. I need to prove I’m a hero, so they’ll have a good life here.”


    Stanley admired the long gray braids hanging over her Eagle jacket. “But you do want the flesh.”


    Isabel grimaced. “Heaps.”


    “You know your age doesn’t matter to me. I love you, Izzy.”


    “And I feel the same, but you will want a child of your own.” Isabel couldn’t help but see the differences in his wrinkle-free hand and her own aged skin. “If I come back younger, I can give you that, and then we can be happy forever.”


    “I think we can be happy without it, but if you really feel like this is what you should do, I won’t stand in your way.” Stanley took her hand and kissed it. “I won’t ever stand in your way. I’ll stand by your side and cheer you on even when you don’t need me anymore.”


    Isabel lunged across the table and kissed him. I’ll always need you!


    People around them clapped or let out cheers of approval.


     


    Angela didn’t try to point out what all of the scenes had in common. Marc was smart enough to figure it out for himself. “We’ll do rounds now.”


    She stood, taking her tray.


    Adrian took it from her and hurried to collect them all and put them where they went, happy to be doing something for her.


    Marc’s lips thinned. He’d never felt that way, even when he was grateful that she’d given him a second chance. I’m no one’s servant!


    “I’ve never treated you that way.” Angela walked by him. “But I can if it will end this self-pity stage. It doesn’t become you.”


    Marc flushed.


    Adrian motioned him to follow her, trying not to think about what would happen if the couple kept fighting like this. At one point, he would have been delighted and even considered making it worse. Now, he just wanted it to stop.


    “They’re all making plans for the future. They have hope that things will be different, that they can make enough changes to finally be satisfied with their lives.”


    “Very good.” Angela hoped that would sink in and give him some peace. Marc wasn’t the only one worrying over the future. “You’re not alone.”


    Marc huffed but didn’t argue.


    Adrian saw an opening and took it. “Maybe you should copy some gifts and try to stay busy learning to use them.”


    Marc snorted. “Been there, done it.”


    Adrian fought to sound bored. “Even an enforcer?”


    Angela stiffened.


    Marc missed it. “No, not that one.”


    Adrian shrugged as they went through the hallway. “Maybe you can’t.”


    Marc rolled his eyes. “I can copy all of them.”


    “So why haven’t you?”


    Marc didn’t want to copy gifts from women anymore. It made him feel small somehow that they knew how to do those things, but he didn’t. “Jennifer and Alicia are young. They don’t have all the power of enforcers yet. I’m waiting until Ed evolves a few times.”


    Adrian got ready to run. “You skipped over someone who’s been an enforcer for decades. She trained other enforcers for our family.”


    Marc tensed. “Are you trying to get her killed?”


    Adrian set out the snare. “Are you saying you can’t put aside the attraction for a couple of hours to learn something new?”


    “I’m not attracted to a Mitchel!”


    “Then why would you need to kill her?”


    Marc saw Angela’s curious expression at the exchange and realized he’d just been neatly trapped. “What game are you playing?”


    Adrian smiled coldly. “The one where I think you’re bluffing about bringing me into your lives. If it’s real, spend some time with my sister before we go.”


    “Why?”


    “So I can be alone with your wife.”


    Angela couldn’t stop the concern. “You don’t have to do that, Marc. He’ll find out later that we’re not bluffing.”


    But Marc heard the fear in her tone. He went down the stairs. “Send her to the rink.”


    Angela turned on Adrian as Marc got out of sight.


    The heat of her anger blasted over his skin. Adrian brought up his shield. “What?”


    “We’re not bluffing!”


    Adrian also heard the fear under her anger, but he still didn’t believe it. “Rounds are waiting.”


    “Be careful. You’re now on the edge of losing everything we’ve offered.”


    “You could just tell me what you want me to do that’s so big you’d bluff about letting me be a part of your life.”


    Angela turned toward the next passageway. “If your plan works, I’m going to kill you and your damn sister.”


    Adrian grinned, but her very real anger made him wonder if he might be wrong.


     


     


    2


    “It’s interesting, the way you let people manipulate you, then blame them for it.” Amanda eyed Marc as he entered the skating rink. She’d arrived first. “You always get to play the victim that way.”


    Marc entered and stopped, scanning for problems. All he found was a row of bleachers that still hadn’t been put away, a table by the front glass windows with a pen and a sheet of paper on it, and a sexy blonde in a long black cloak that covered her from boots to neck. He pointed at the paper. “What’s that?”


    “We’ll cover it in a minute.” Amanda gestured. “Sit. Relax.”


    Marc could feel her false bravado. She was scared of him.


    “I also want you in my bed. You’re not the only one with conflicting emotions.” She shrugged at his frown. “You want me spread open under you so you can kill me afterward. We’re quite an abnormal pair.”


    Marc understood this wasn’t going to be pretty or reasonable. He tapped the paper she’d turned over so it couldn’t be read yet. “What is it?”


    “Shortly, my moody student, shortly.” Amanda had her arms resting on it to keep him from flipping it over. He could rip it free, but she sensed he had a tight leash on his emotions and that would be a breach of his control. “What do you want my brother to do that’s worth sharing your wife with him?”


    Marc’s face went blank.


    Amanda grinned. “I used to like playing hard to get too. Now that I’m leaving, I don’t have time for it. I have to go for the kill shot.”


    Marc leaned forward as something hot flickered in his eyes. “You’re only going to get one warning from me, and then I won’t stop.”


    “Fair enough. Shall we begin?”


    Marc’s heart came to life at the challenge. At least I’m not bored or bitter now. “At your call, Enforcer A.”


    “That is why we’re here.” Amanda concentrated. “We’ll do a memory share first, so you can see the basic lessons. I don’t have time to teach you all of them. You’ll memorize this and practice with Ed and Jennifer. At some point, you’ll feel confident enough to practice it with the alpha.”


    “Angela doesn’t know how to do this.”


    Amanda didn’t answer, but her expression said he hadn’t been paying attention.


    Marc grunted. Of course, Angela knew how. She knew everything before he did.


    “Pay attention!”


    Marc tried, but the anger robbed him of the excitement. He drifted as she replayed memories.


    Amanda zapped him.


    Marc fell out of the chair, groaning.


    Amanda waited for his reaction.


    Marc recovered. Tiny tremors went through his skin as he stood. “Dangerous game.”


    Amanda remained stern. “Pay attention or pay the price.”


    Marc gave a curt nod as he sat back in the chair.


    It was easier for him to memorize it all this time. Being punished as if he was in that damn lab was comforting.


    Amanda hated it, but she stored the self-loathing for later. “Got it all?”


    There was a lot, but Marc was byzan. He repeated it mentally just like she’d shown him, not missing any of it.


    “Good. Now we’ll cover spells. These are rarely used. Don’t teach them to Ed yet. He isn’t ready. Jennifer might be, but you’ll judge that during her lessons. Ed needs more time to adjust before he learns how to torture people.”


    Marc was horrified and thrilled. He absorbed this part of the lesson with an attention to detail that had been lacking.


    Amanda found herself ogling the steady pulse in his throat. The desire to feel it with her fingers was strong.


    Marc sneered. “Pay attention.”


    Amanda pulled herself back. “Got it?”


    “All but the last one. It went by too quickly because you were daydreaming about sucking my blood.”


    Amanda chuckled. “I have a thing for feeling heartbeats in blood pulses. I don’t want to taste it.”


    Marc surrendered to the temptation and placed his hand on the table, palm up, so she could reach his wrist vein.


    Amanda dropped her hand to her lap, braids rustling. “No touching.”


    Marc’s expression mocked her lack of courage.


    Amanda knew her limits. She also knew he couldn’t be trusted to control himself if they sparked again. His shame might literally kill her. “Next lesson. Copy the charms. Get every word right, and I’ll give you a reward.”


    Marc did get every word right, but only because the charms were for things like healthy crops and cleansing parasites. All of those would be useful.


    “Excellent.” Amanda fired power at him.


    Marc stiffened at the pleasure spell. It wasn’t sexual, but it did feel good. His mood lifted, and his stomach calmed. “Nice.”


    Amanda didn’t respond to his praise. She was trying hard not to create unwilling bonds. “Next, we’ll cover removal of power, then I’ll test you on some of this.”


    “Test me?”


    “I’ll use spells, and you’ll deflect them based on what you’ve learned.”


    “You didn’t teach me deflections.”


    “I did. You just need to connect it. Now, to remove gifts, you’ll mentally grab right here and yank.”


    Marc paid close attention to that one. He could think of a dozen ways to use it on his secret mission.


    Amanda acted like she hadn’t caught that slip. “You can take some of their gifts or all of their gifts. You can also lock them or disconnect them from a hive.”


    Marc knew about those, but seeing how it was done made him more confident in his future battles. They won’t know I can do that. This is great!


    “We’ll take a break now. Spend a few minutes going over it all.”


    Marc sank down into his mind, working on the deflection clue she’d given him.


    Amanda tried to keep her mind blank, so she didn’t interrupt his progress. He’d copied it in a very short time. If he was a student, she would be proud of him.


    “I am a student. You are proud of me.” Marc leaned back in the chair. “My shield is the deflector. You didn’t teach me that directly because I already knew it.”


    Amanda stopped a smile. Quick was a slow word for what Marc was. “You might be able to absorb some of them because you’re byzan, but it’s better to deflect an enforcer’s hits. Most of us are naturally strong; the mismatched power might stun you for a few seconds that you can’t afford.”


    Marc made a new connection. “There are enforcers waiting for me.”


    Amanda shrugged. “If I were gathering power, enforcers would be at the top of my list. Paying them would be the issue. Enforcers never want things like gold or gems, and they won’t touch normal barter items. They work for favors.”


    Marc tensed. “What favor do you want for teaching me?”


    “My brother hid my presence in this camp for a year and gave me time to adjust to being free. I owed him this.”


    “And what does he want from me?”


    Amanda tapped the paper and leaned back.


    Marc turned it over.


    The three words at the top of the legal form jumped out and snatched his breath.


    “You pushed her into marrying you, and we’re betting you’re not confident enough in her love to believe she’ll tear it up.” Amanda tapped the paper again. “We are both certain you’re bluffing about having my brother take your place. If not, sign it and let him have a real chance at happiness with your ex-wife.”


    Marc stared at the paper. His gut started burning as he read the heading again.


    Petition for Divorce


     


     


    3


    “I need to stop by the office. I’ll stay here until my next guard arrives.”


    Adrian followed her. “Am I going somewhere?”


    Angela knocked on the door and opened it.


    Suzanne looked up from the computer. “Must be time for an update.”


    Adrian scanned and found a desk, a file cabinet, a chair, a stack of paperwork, and a cute, warmly dressed normal who was in a good mood.


    Angela entered the chilly room with Adrian on her heels. “How’s it going?”


    “Good, actually.” Suzanne pointed at the computer screen. “I have the first 50 names reassigned. I’m putting people into the draft first, and then I’ll reassign furniture. I might need to go measure some of it if the monitor doesn’t flash that area.”


    Adrian spotted the split screen on her computer. “What is she doing?”


    “Helping Daryl figure out how much space we’ll need for people and furniture in the tower we’re going to build.” Angela leaned over Suzanne’s shoulder to view the placements.


    Suzanne automatically leaned back against Angela. The boss was comforting when she was calm.


    Adrian blinked. “Tower?”


    “It’s great. We’ll have communal lounges and bathrooms, and a nice cafeteria, but we won’t have to sleep out in the open. We’ll have small apartments.” Suzanne blushed. “Throuples will get the biggest beds. I’m assigning all of the furniture based on family size.”


    Adrian realized Angela hadn’t told the camp yet. “A surprise?”


    “Yes, to be used when I need it.” Angela motioned toward the papers on the desk. “We’re claiming the furnishings now, before people figure it out and start clamoring for things we won’t have space for.”


    Adrian picked up the top sheet. “Beds for throuples. King-sized.”


    The names under that caught his attention and held it.


     


    Samantha.


    Jennifer.


    Angela.


     


    Adrian’s eyes jerked up.


    Angela smiled softly.


    Adrian’s heart began to hammer against his chest. If Angela was putting it in the official record and requisitioning supplies, then it wasn’t a bluff. At some point, he was going to be living with her and Marc.


    Adrian dropped the paper onto the desk. “Please don’t hurt her. It was my idea!”


    Angela scoffed. “I’ve never put a finger on your slutty sister. It’s the men she chooses to consort with who’ve always been the threat.”


    Adrian gasped as he understood what an awful mistake he’d made. “She’s no threat to you! Why did you let me do that?!”


    “Marc’s willing to share me because you always come through, because you can’t be bought, because you love me as much as he does no matter how much abuse I put you through, because you pass every test we give you. I’m not willing to do the same with him. Amanda can’t even have him when I’m dead!”


    Adrian spun around, hand fumbling for the doorknob.


    Angela smiled coldly as she moved away from Suzanne. “If Adrian’s plan worked, you can take my name off that list. I won’t need the bigger bed, just two body bags.”


    Suzanne shivered. Okay, calm leader is gone. Dangerous magic user is here.


    Adrian ran from the room. Don’t sign it, Marc! Please, don’t sign it!


    Marc didn’t answer.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-One


    A Mitchel Favor


     


     


     


    1


    Jennifer came from the employee hallway and joined Angela as she left the office.


    Kyle was right behind her, senses on high alert for trouble. It was bothering him that so many assassins had been removed last night. It was a never-ending battle, like keeping dust off the furniture.


    Suzanne was relieved when Angela left. She didn’t like being around the boss when things were tense.


    Kyle caught that and frowned. “Does she know why you’re really having her reassign furniture to the tower?”


    “No, and I’d like it to stay that way.”


    Jennifer wanted to ask what they meant, but anyone could be listening, though there was only one other person in this hallway with them.


    Kyle updated Wade as he joined them. “The other intakes are shut, and filtered water is flowing to the chosen areas. It should be okay for a month, but we’ll keep an eye on it.”


    The couple was smudged from replacing the filters, and happy with themselves for being able to do it.


    Wade could tell it hadn’t been as simple as changing a filter in a furnace. “Why didn’t you ask Grant to do it?”


    Jennifer wiped her fingers on her shirt, trying to get more grease out from under her nails. “We needed to learn.”


    “You might have damaged the ship.”


    Kyle did a scan behind them. “He might have damaged our ships too. Grant was a captain. Do you think he was trained to check filters on a cruise ship or a nuclear sub?”


    That made all of them frown.


    Wade got his book out and made a note about it. “We have to set some rules.”


    Angela agreed. “We’ll cover it while they’re gone.”


    Jennifer walked next to Angela as they went toward the skating rink. Her mind was on the final battle plans that Angela had shared right before she went to face Tilly’s ambush. “This might be one of your most brutal plans.”


    Kyle thought about the government fight and shook his head. “Not even close.”


    Jennifer also stayed ready to defend the boss. “Emotionally, this is worse.”


    Angela went down the stairs calmly, but her heart was beating faster, and the acid in her gut was burning through the food Adrian had gotten her to eat. “Shush now.”


    Kyle and Jennifer scowled at people who came around the corner, making it clear that they were the boss’s guards and she’d shushed them because the normals couldn’t be trusted.


    Angela the small group who eyed her in sympathy. Rumors were spreading about her and Marc having problems again. “It’s hard to work with someone you hate.”


    “Marc doesn’t hate you.” Kyle was certain of that.


    Angela glanced over her shoulder. “I meant you.”


    Kyle flushed. His good hand slid into his pocket. “I’ll work on it.”


    Jennifer frowned. “How can Kyle be working with Marc when they won’t even be in the same time zone?”


    Angela didn’t answer. She took the paper Wade held out. It had all the recent updates. “You’ll be in like company. Lean on each other and understand that I planned it this way. It’s not all his selfish attitude.”


    “But most of it is.” Kyle didn’t like Marc. What he’d discovered while on Neil’s run had sealed that deal. “His crappy attitude just made it easier.”


    “True.” Angela handed the paper back and stopped trying to soften their feelings toward Marc. Time might do that for her, if Marc retained any of the compassion he’d gained from working in the medical bay. “Have you been practicing the new shield?”


    All of them brought one up and layered it over the group.


    Residents in the hall ahead of them got out of the way, offended.


    “We’re not a threat!”


    “We didn’t do anything wrong!”


    Angela kept walking while her guards frowned at everyone who came into view. It would have seemed like an overreaction, but last night’s attempts had been numerous and came from all sections of their camp. In reality, she couldn’t trust any of them.


    Angela paused.


    Her sentries waited aggressively.


    The two rookies who had decided to go with Shawn approached her slowly to show they weren’t a threat.


    “We just wanted to say it’s not personal that we’re leaving.” Ponytailed Rookie voiced a fear. “We got the feeling you wanted us to go.”


    Angela scanned the two men without anger. “I do.”


    Bald Rookie swallowed nervously. “So you don’t have to remove us?”


    “So Shawn has friends. He needs that as much as you two do.” She resumed her walk toward the rink. “And he’ll be able to do more damage if he isn’t alone.”


    Angela’s group was glad to hear that. Despite his flaws, they didn’t see Shawn as bad.


    Angela slid aside for the next person to go by.


    Crenshaw barely noticed her tensing guards as he stomped down the hall. “Working on gardens today. Thank you!”


    Angela smiled at him. “And movies later with Candy, Brittani, and Danny?”


    “You bet! Love it here!”


    Crenshaw was quickly out of sight. The big man was fitting in well.


    “This one’s for you.”


    Wade grinned at the phrase until he realized Angela meant the next man coming toward them. He stopped and lowered his shield as the group continued on.


    Dalton smoothed down the hair he hadn’t found time to comb into perfection yet today. “If this is a bad time, it can wait.”


    “I just expected you sooner.” Wade liked giving advice on romance, but this wasn’t a challenge. “What do you want from Anna?”


    Dalton was ready with an answer this time. “A family and a challenging, rewarding life where we don’t fight, but I’m not the bored, henpecked mate either.”


    Ahead of them, Angela winced. It was like listening to Marc before he’d become so damaged.


    Wade gestured at the ship and people around them. “There’s something missing in this camp, and almost no one has noticed it. But I bet you have.”


    Dalton exhaled in longing. “There’s no music here.”


    “We’ve had moments with the radio and CDs, but yes. We’re missing music, and do you know what Anna misses?”


    Dalton made the connection easily. “Singing.”


    Wade nodded. “Women like to sing while they work, while they play, while they shower. You’re a musician, dude. Use it.”


    “I wrote a song about her.” Dalton’s handsome face clenched. “It’s the first one since…”


    “Yeah.” Wade understood. “The war hurt all of us, but we have to move on, or we’re denying the world our gifts. And if we do that, what was the point in having them at all?”


    Wade went around the man to catch up to Angela.


    Dalton went toward his cabin to think until his break was over.


    “Is he able to have kids?” Kyle was worried that Dalton was only interested in Anna because she was pregnant.


    “No idea.” Angela led them down the stairs. “We don’t have a medical privacy law anymore. Ask one of the medics.”


    Kyle grumped at that reminder. “When is that law being changed back?”


    “It’s not.” Angela didn’t tell him there would come a time when it benefited them. Not everything needed to be spelled out.


    Wade checked the clock as they went by. “Three hours until go time.”


    They all saw Angela’s shoulders stiffen.


    Angela forced a smile onto her face. “I’m sure their trip will go well, and they’ll be home soon.”


    The camp people going by were relieved at that news. They resumed chatting about yesterday’s events.


    As soon as they were alone again, Angela’s shoulders drooped.


    Jennifer broached a subject that the men with them didn’t feel comfortable talking to her about. “You could switch them. Keep Adrian here and send Marc.”


    Angela wasn’t angry at the suggestion. “I considered it, but he won’t obey Tonya if she gives him an order. She’s still a camp slut as far as he’s concerned. And he won’t stick with the group while she handles her mission. He’ll go off and leave her a sentry short, at least. He might also take half of her protection on an unapproved mission. Either way, it would harm the run and maybe get them all killed.”


    “And then he wouldn’t return because of his guilt.” Kyle thought about Neil’s run again; the dislike of Marc grew stronger.


    “You’ll have to find ways to keep others from discovering what you’re about to learn.” Angela glanced at Wade. “Neil and Samantha don’t know all of it yet. Keep it that way.”


    Wade hoped he was strong enough to do that. There was a sense that this information was important to everyone.


    “It will shift the tide in our favor, though it won’t seem that way at first.” Angela paused outside the rink, feeling tiny tremors of magic use. “Once we go in, cover and listen. If someone we can’t trust is observing, I need to know right away.”


    Angela checked the monitor in the front window of the bowling alley, timing it.


    “So we can erase their memory?” Jennifer wanted to know if her special skills would be needed.


    “So we can kill them.” Angela opened the door before anyone recovered enough to respond. “We have one minute before the cameras show this area again. Get inside.”


    The rink was drafty, dusty, and cluttered with Eagle equipment that hadn’t been put away yet. The single row of bleachers was partially covered in bags, boxes, kits, and loose tools.


    As they entered and shut the door, it went dim even though the blinds over the windows were open. Only one of them understood that came from a descendant shield.


    Kyle and Wade lifted copies of Sarah’s dense shielding over the front of the rink to make it appear empty through the windows.


    “No cameras in here?” Jennifer had thought Angela was recording every area.


    “No. I had to leave us a few places where we can come for moments like this one.”


    They all wondered where those other locations might be, but no one asked.


    Angela stood there, doing a deep scan to see if they’d been followed.


    While they waited and listened, the feel of magic use came at her in light waves.


    Angela lifted another shield over the rink, thrilled to not struggle with it at all. Now that she understood how the new shield worked, she didn’t have to use as much energy to keep it up or to expand it. All she had to do was direct it to absorb whatever it was in contact with, and she could pull energy from that.


    “We have to be careful not to inhale anything important.” Angela did a quick sweep of her companions to be sure they weren’t doing that.


    None of them were, though all of them were curious how it felt.


    “It stings like any other mismatched power source. Don’t do it until you need to, and be careful even then. If you pull a wall or part of a floor, you could collapse the bunkhouse or sink the ship.”


    Her words immediately stopped them from doing small tests.


    Wade felt a disturbance. “We’re not alone.”


    “No.” Angela spotted the paper and pen on the table and fought with herself. She could see writing in blue ink, but it was too much to just be a signature.


    Angela went toward the rear of the rink instead. “We have it covered now. Let go.”


    The people with her were confused.


    Another voice echoed. “No. Expand it and maintain.”


    Everyone frowned at the stern order. They heard Amanda, but they didn’t know where she was.


    A few seconds later, Marc’s shield rushed over them and revealed the rear of the rink, where two powerful magic users were locked in battle.


    “Very good. Defend.” Amanda fired a pain spell.


    Marc deflected it.


    The power smacked into the shield he had over the rink and was reabsorbed.


    Amanda fired a pleasure spell this time.


    Marc let it land, smiling at the feel.


    Amanda sent two more pleasure spells. Then she slammed him with three rough torture spells in a row, forcing him to deflect.


    Marc groaned at the mismatched power of his shield automatically absorbing it.


    “Use a different shield. Then duck or deflect.” Amanda didn’t like seeing him in pain.


    Marc ignored her. “Defend.” He fired two torture spells right back, then followed it with his first copy of her pleasure spell.


    Amanda absorbed all three of them without any signs that it affected her.


    Marc scowled as he fired again, harder this time.


    Amanda used it to refill her draining energy bank. “Enforcers can take a lot more than you’d expect, even young ones. Defend.” Amanda used a charm this time.


    Marc stiffened as it landed. His breath shot out in a long groan of effort.


    Angela and the others stayed back and observed, impressed and a bit dismayed by how strong she was. Amanda hid her power well. Most of the time, she appeared to be a weak woman who was afraid of everything, but seeing her spar with Marc put an end to that impression. She was just as dangerous as the rest of them.


    Marc snapped free of the immobilization charm, glaring. “You didn’t teach me that one.”


    Amanda fired again. “Hands-on training is important too.”


    Marc froze again; he broke free of it faster this time. “More. Harder.”


    Amanda fired again, using full strength.


    Marc was stunned. He couldn’t move.


    Amanda stalked toward him, grinning coldly. “You will give me what I want.”


    The witnesses were horrified and fascinated. Marc was completely neutralized.


    Amanda stopped in front of him, aware of his growing panic when he couldn’t break free. “Tell me what it will take.”


    Marc concentrated like Angela had taught him when they were kids. How?


    Angela reluctantly denied him. “On your own.”


    Marc’s fury burst through his mind and shattered the charm. He laughed aloud. “Anger!”


    Amanda rolled to the side and came up on her feet with her shield up. “Anger fuels almost every power a descendant has, but it’s more important for an enforcer. Anger is what centers us.”


    Marc fired a zap spell, then a pleasure spell, then a pain spell, blasting at the base of her shield.


    Amanda hadn’t sparred like this in a long time. She fought to keep her shield up, already certain of what he was going to do when it fell.


    Marc fired desire.


    Amanda moaned. “Cheater!”


    Marc winced, distracted by memories.


    Amanda zapped him through her shield. “Pay attention or pay the price!”


    Marc shuddered. Then he refocused and began delivering powerful hits of pain and pleasure in unpredictable patterns that shook her shield.


    Amanda struggled to keep it up.


    Marc threw desire again.


    Her shield fell.


    Marc hit her with an exact copy of her freeze spell.


    Amanda stilled, mind going blank.


    Marc stalked forward, now the one grinning coldly. “There is nothing you can do or give me. I’ll never agree to what you want.”


    Amanda reached out and locked his gifts. Then she froze him again.


    Jennifer and Wade were stunned.


    “What happened?”


    “How did she do that?! She was frozen!”


    Angela scoffed. “He fell for a fake. Enforcers can’t be frozen with that spell.”


    Amanda ignored them all. She put a hand on Marc’s neck, finally feeling the blood pumping through his vein. “So sexy.”


    She dropped her hand and retreated. “I know what you’re doing, Marcus Brady, and what you hope to accomplish. Agree to my terms, and I’ll agree to yours.”


    Amanda unlocked him and removed the immobilization spell. “I’ll give you a Mitchel favor.”


    Marc hated it that she’d gotten the best of him, and in front of witnesses, but the favor was what he needed. “Sell me.”


    Amanda went to the row of bleachers. She sat, grunting at the soreness of her body. “I’ll tell you one thing, and you’ll agree.”


    Marc joined her, keeping distance between them in case she restarted the sparring. “Maybe.”


    Amanda looked over at the corner. “All Mitchels will honor it because it came from a family enforcer.”


    “It doesn’t get any better than that.” Marc held out a hand. “Deal.”


    Amanda fired a spell that knocked him to the hard ground.


    Marc barely kept from screaming as pain traced the proof on his arm. “Bitch!”


    Amanda jeered. “Yes, you are. My daughters could withstand that. Man up!”


    Marc did, swallowing another protest and standing without glaring at her.


    Amanda spoke to Angela. “You believe I don’t know how to handle him or how to help him, but you’re wrong. The only thing standing in my way is his guilt over you.”


    “I’ll prove it to you before this meeting ends.” Angela glanced around. “Where is your brother?”


    Marc motioned toward the rear room they’d used during the training lesson on rage walkers to shelter the hostage. “He kept distracting us both, so she knocked him out. I dragged him in there.”


    Wade snickered. “And removed the light bulb like you did to Neil?”


    Marc sniggered. “Of course. Nothing is too good for a Mitchel.”


    Angela sighed. “Mitchels always stick together, Marc.”


    A blade went around Marc’s throat. A shield dropped.


    Adrian held Marc loosely. His blade was turned in the wrong direction to show he wasn’t intending harm. “We both faked you out in this lesson, Brady. You’ll have to try harder when you leave.”


    Adrian sheathed his blade and stepped back.


    Amanda chuckled at Marc’s reproaching glare. “This has been fun. I hope we get to do it again sometime.”


    “I don’t.” But Marc wasn’t unhappy. This lesson had taught him some things, given him something he needed, and reminded him that deep down, Mitchels could be counted on to protect their own. “If my kids want it, I’ll agree, with conditions.”


    “Such as?”


    “They have to be accepted as full Mitchels and treated as such.”


    The witnesses were shocked, all but Angela. She wanted that too. It would give their children another layer of protection when she and Marc weren’t around.


    Amanda rubbed her sore arms. “Once they’re accepted, all Mitchels are protected the same. They’re family.”


    Marc needed more. “I want them accepted even if they aren’t liked because of their lineage.”


    Adrian shrugged. “A lot of us aren’t liked. We still get the same loyalty. We won’t hold a grudge over their grandfather.”


    Amanda rotated her shoulder, trying to relieve the stiffness. “In fact, it’ll be a bonus. Reichers are tough, and they’ll always be around. Having a few of them in our line will increase our standing with the other families.”


    Marc paused. “Wait. You don’t match Mitchels with Mitchels, do you?”


    “Some of the older branches occasionally do, but our council makes sure it’s far enough removed that it won’t cause breeding issues.” Amanda was thrilled by how well this was going now. “Any other concerns?”


    “What happens if they divorce?”


    Angela winced, eyes going to the paper on the table that she was dying to read.


    “They’ll still be Mitchels.” Adrian didn’t like how Amanda had sealed the deal, but he didn’t mention it. He would later, though. Angela would extract a pound of flesh over it. “Once we accept you, there’s no getting out of it.”


    “Good.” Marc regarded the tiny M that was burned into his skin. “Will this fade once I call in the favor?”


    “No.” Adrian smiled. “People will always know you gained a favor from one of us, something that’s very hard to do. We rarely hand them out.”


    Adrian’s calm mood told Angela her fears hadn’t come true. Unable to resist anymore, she went to the table and picked up the paper.


     


    I would never trade an apple for a cookie.


    But I need you too much to sign this.


    Death is the only way we’ll part.


    And probably not even then.


    I’m sorry for hurting you.


    Please, stop crying.


    Turn around.


     


    Angela turned around.


    Marc wrapped his big arms around her and held her while she sobbed.


    Wade took the paper from her hand and read it. He chuckled. “Perfect.”


    He handed it to Jennifer, then joined Amanda by the bleachers. “Disappointed?”


    “On the contrary. But I still think he’s bluffing about letting Adrian into their lives.” Amanda studied the couple, letting their emotions swarm her this time. “They’re too good together, too flawless, to allow my brother to rip them apart.”


    Wade also observed. Marc was now trying to kiss away her tears while apologizing for everything he’d said to her today. “It won’t be ripping them apart. It will strengthen their bonds. Marc knows Adrian will protect her and the kids while he’s gone. He knows Angela loves Adrian; he wants to make up for the past by giving her whatever makes her happy. And he’s tired of fighting destiny. He wants to go home to the Creator this time when they die.”


    Amanda stared in open longing. “Still not enough.”


    Marc kissed Angela’s head. “Sharing her will keep me from being bored. I’ll always be worried that he’s taking my place. I’ll fight harder to come back to her.”


    Amanda couldn’t let it go. “You gave up before.”


    “This time, I’ll have a team who knows the full plan and will help pull me out of the depression.”


    Wade frowned. “But we won’t. We switched sides a long time ago. We want her with Adrian.”


    Marc knew. “You also want her to be happy, and that will only happen if she has us both.”


    Amanda studied him doubtfully. “And you’ll be able to stand it?”


    Marc thought about their lounge moment. “I’ve shared women before, in the Marines, but it was never that good. I think my hatred for him made it better than it should have been. And she’ll keep us apart when needed. She won’t want much physical contact at the same time.”


    Angela snorted.


    Wade grinned at her. “Once you form a pack, you don’t go back.”


    Jennifer didn’t care about their drama. She had enough of her own. “You said your team will have the full plan. Is that what we’re doing here?”


    “Yes.” Marc kept an arm around Angela as he led them toward the empty side of the bleachers. He motioned Adrian over to join them, surprising everyone again.


    Marc gently pushed Angela into Adrian’s arms as they all sat down. “See if you can fix that.”


    Adrian followed Marc’s lead. He kissed her wet cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


    The others understood some of the fighting between them had been an act, but it had been believable because Marc really felt that way.


    Angela’s hormones were raging. The tears continued to fall, no matter how much she told herself to stop. She gestured at Marc to take the lead until she gained control.


    Marc focused on Jennifer. “We’re doing this now because of you.”


    Jennifer frowned. “Me? What did I do?”


    “You told Angie about your dream.”


    Jennifer shrugged at Kyle’s curiosity. “It was just a nightmare. I didn’t want to wake you up.”


    “But you did wake the boss, so you knew it was more than that.” Marc hadn’t been living with Angela then, but he’d been across the hall and watching everyone coming and going from her cabin. “You foresaw the UK branch of the UN growing strong enough to challenge us when we go home. You saw them winning.”


    Jennifer connected it to Kyle’s plans for Morgan, and then to her own fears. “Wade and Kyle are joining your kill team. You’re going to the UK from here instead of America.”


    Marc confirmed that. “Angela chose to let the US fall to the slavers and fanatics because they’ll be easier to defeat. When it comes to humanity, the UN is the real threat. They always have been.”


    Jennifer gasped. “They’re going to be on Nature’s side!”


    Marc nodded. “And they’re gathering the weapons that we’ve refused to use. Safe Haven is no longer the only nuclear power, and that means they have become a bigger threat than even Nature. My kill team and I are going to remove them all…and probably die in the process.”
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    “I don’t know anything about the UK, Boss. I don’t know if I can make the plan we discussed.” Wade hadn’t been told about that part until now.


    Marc continued to handle the meeting while Adrian held Angela and let her finish crying. Tonya had told him that postpartum women sometimes needed that even months after a delivery as their hormones tried to stabilize. “We want you to make a plan that will work in any location, Wade, for any enemy. Dig deep.”


    “I will.” Wade had to ask. “Why aren’t you doing it? You’re better at this than I am, than any of us are except for the boss.”


    “Not really.” Marc forced out the words. “I’m shortsighted. I overlook emotional issues, and I’m too hands-on. We don’t want to sacrifice a lot of our people to win.”


    “We’ll need those hands for gathering and stashing supplies, weapons, and fuel for the rebuilding.” Kyle didn’t look at Jennifer now. “I’ll keep doing those things even when I go off on my own.”


    Jennifer’s head rotated toward him. “When you do what?”


    Angela sucked in air, but she still couldn’t stop the tears. She’d gone through this after Charlie was born, but she’d assumed it was because she’d been alone, on the run and terrified, with only Kenny to turn to.


    Marc spoke for her. “Kyle will be with my kill team for a while. Then he’ll go off on his own to cut the heads off of as many snakes as he can before he dies.”


    “Say that again!”


    Kyle rubbed his aching fingers through the bandage. He’d known this was coming for months and managed to keep it to himself. I’m getting good at being a loner, like the boss told me to do. “Jenny.”


    Jennifer ignored Kyle’s calm tone. She glared at Angela. “We’ve spent months keeping him alive. You’re not sending him out there to die!”


    No one answered.


    Jennifer realized Angela had been keeping him alive for this run. “Son of a bitch.”


    Jennifer already knew she wasn’t going to be able to talk Kyle out of it. She could feel his determination and his excitement. She tried to find a workaround. “…I’ll go with him! I’ll keep him alive and help him!”


    Marc frowned at Angela’s mental answer. This was the manipulation that he hated being a part of. “We’ll revamp the plan to account for you being along, but first, you have to do something that will help the future of our camp.”


    “What?”


    “Give Morgan a child.”


    Jennifer stared, along with almost everyone else.


    Kyle waited, not certain that this was the right way to handle it, but Angela had insisted it had to be a group effort or Jennifer wouldn’t believe they were serious. And if she didn’t believe it, then even Morgan wouldn’t be able to convince her of her duty.


    Angela finally found air to speak with. “You stole two Eagles from my breeding tree! You stole two Eagles from my plans! This is the price you have to pay. Kyle will spend a year out there working, and you’ll have Morgan’s baby. Then you can do whatever you want, and I won’t interfere.”


    Jennifer could tell from Angela’s angry tone that she wasn’t going to be swayed either. “If I say no?”


    Kyle spoke up. “Then you won’t know where I am, Jenny. I won’t answer your calls, and you won’t get any more tracking training.”


    “I didn’t steal anything!” But deep down, Jennifer had always felt that way. This was confirmation of what she’d recently told Samantha. “Don’t do this to me.”


    Though he suddenly felt like he was about to face another titan, Kyle refused to give in.


    So did Angela.


    Everyone else waited for their young enforcer to blow her top.


    Jennifer spun toward the exit. “Fine!” But this isn’t over. I’ll make each of you pay if it’s the last thing I ever do!


    “We have company.” Kyle felt the arrival. “It’s Wade’s better half.”


    Wade smiled. “She’ll always be that.”


    Furious and in need of an outlet, Jennifer fired a copy of the freeze spell she’d just learned from observing Amanda and Marc.


    The door opened anyway. Samantha entered. “Sorry, I absorbed it.”


    Amanda gave out rare praise. “You’ve been practicing. Good job.”


    Marc and Jennifer were both jealous to find out Samantha was above them in lessons with Amanda.


    “Slam you all!” Jennifer stormed from the rink. Morgan! Where are you?!


    When he didn’t answer, Jennifer began to track him.


    Everyone in the rink listened to her furious steps, feeling bad for Morgan.


    Wade turned to Angela. “That was a lie, right?”


    “Yes.” Angela wiped her face. “We need to keep Jennifer here, and make sure Morgan will return. This will accomplish half of that. They were supposed to be together, not her and Kyle. Kyle is the one who stole her from my plans, and he has to pay for it by dying.”


    Wade was horrified. “Who makes these rules?!”


    Angela grunted. “Not me. I just see how it was supposed to be. Then I try to get things back in line with the grand design.”


    Wade’s sharp mind snapped that clue into place. “You’re a Watcher.”


    Kyle smiled tiredly at Angela. “You were right. He is a genius.”


    Samantha ignored the new information as she stepped over to Angela.


    She and Neil had just dropped their kids off with the den mothers, then gone in search of Wade because they hadn’t been able to find him on their grids. Samantha had tracked him to his last known location. Then she’d felt him through his emotions.


    Angela made a mental note of that. Mates had the power to find each other in ways that even official trackers couldn’t copy. She would have to make sure Jennifer didn’t have a starting point for Kyle.


    “Can’t we change that ending, Boss?”


    Angela didn’t answer Wade’s query, letting them all believe it was going to happen. But I love him too. Kyle has been my confidant and my friend. If I can save him, I will, and they should all know that.


    “I’ll agree to whatever you want. Just tell me what to do.”


    Angela didn’t act innocent as she stared at Samantha. “I’ll revamp Wade’s role too, as long as you don’t do what you’re planning.”


    Wade stared. “What are you planning, Sam?”


    Samantha fidgeted under his stern stare. “Nothing, just a quick visit to the gate.”


    “The Heaven’s Road gate.” Marc scowled. “And then you would have stayed there!”


    Samantha couldn’t stop her tears either. “I miss Jeremy so much!”


    Angela understood, but Samantha’s kids needed her here, just like Jennifer’s kids did. “Promise me you won’t do it, or it will cost Wade’s life.”


    “I won’t do it.” Samantha went toward the door, crying.


    Neil was standing there now, with a pain on his face. He put an arm around her and led her away from the rink. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”


    Wade waited until they were out of range, then lifted a brow at Marc.


    Marc confirmed Wade’s suspicion. “We’re not changing the plan for Samantha or for Jennifer. Telling them that we will buys Angie a few months to find a way to get Jennifer to stay here and to make a plan where Samantha will at least wait until the final battle, and then she can send you all up to Heaven’s Road together.”


    Wade was grateful. “I just want them to be happy.”


    “You’re a good soul, Wade. That’s why she gifted you with so much.” Adrian stopped with that, not giving away Angela’s hopes or her fears about Wade’s life and death. “You deserve to be her XO.”


    Adrian’s praise meant little to Wade now. “You wanted the women to fight back, to set up this moment, so you could stop Samantha from killing herself to be with Jeremy and to get Jennifer and Morgan together.” Wade couldn’t help his sadness and the slight disapproval that laced his tone. “A Watcher isn’t always good, are they?”


    Angela shook her head. “We’re rarely good or bad. We watch for deviations from the grand design and then do everything we can to restore order. We do our jobs with ruthless attention to detail.”


    Kyle was curious. “Have you always known what you are?”


    “I didn’t even suspect until after the war. My dreams then were…intense.” Angela refused to say more about it. Her role was indeed unique, but she wasn’t the only one who was Watching. At least one other was down here, but they were changing things, blurring the lines, deviating from the blueprint. When I find them, their punishment will be the worst I’ve doled out.


    Wade tried to lock away his disappointment. “Tell me when, so I can be ready.”


    “One month after Tonya gets home, a kill team will leave this island. Most of them will never return.” Angela’s voice dropped into the double timbre of her and her witch. “Those who do return will take over everything, and lead our people to places where they can finally sit and stand in safety.”


    “Wait. Isn’t this island our place of safety?” Wade scowled even as he said it. They’d had so many deaths and so much misery here that it became clear. “This island isn’t a home. It’s a prison!”


    “With a bunkhouse for the guards and a tower for the convicts.” Angela leaned against Adrian’s arm. “This is where we’ll send them to die when we can’t kill them ourselves.”


    Amanda caught Wade’s attention. “I might be able to help with your battle plan.”


    Wade started to deny her. With emotions running high, this wasn’t a good time for an enforcer’s brutality.


    Angela motioned coldly.


    Wade shrugged. “I’ll listen.”


    Amanda had been working on it while the other dramas played out that she didn’t care about. “You could drown them.”


    Marc’s head whipped toward her.


    Amanda didn’t notice. “They’ll have to come over by plane or ship, right? Wait until they get in the air or set sail, then take out their transportation and watch them sink to the bottom of the ocean.”


    Pain filled Marc’s mind.


    Kyle turned away to keep from interrupting the coming lesson. He understood what was about to happen.


    “It’s probably what they’re planning for us when we go back. So do it first.” Amanda was excited by her idea. “A couple of rocket launchers, which we have already, and you won’t even need troops on the ground! And you can use shields to hold any survivors under the waves. Let the ocean have them.”


    Marc’s hands clenched into fists.


    Adrian felt the wave of rage. “That’s enough.”


    Amanda still didn’t understand. “It’s a quick death compared to what they probably have planned for some of us. Just drown them and walk away.”


    Marc fired.


    Amanda froze, hit with a version of her immobilization spell that had changed with Marc’s fury and become new, dangerous. She struggled against it, but her fear prevented it from breaking.


    Marc turned toward her with wrath blazing across his face.


    Adrian rose, moving in front of his sister. “She’s an idiot, Marc. She doesn’t deserve to die for it.”


    Marc kept coming.


    Amanda whimpered, trying to get free. I’m sorry!


    Adrian brought up a shield around them both as Marc prepared to fire again.


    Angela pushed into Marc’s mind. Come back to me now.


    Angela’s cool, calm order broke through Marc’s rage. He stopped.


    Angela sent out a wave of forgiveness and love. “You had to pick one of us then. You’ll never have to do that again. Come back to me.”


    More of Marc’s hatred cleared. He shuddered. Then his hands unclenched. The stiffness left his frame; exhaustion filled his mind. “If you go with her idea, Wade, make sure I’m nowhere near when it happens or I’ll snap.”


    “Noted.” Wade didn’t promise not to use that plan, but he doubted it would be as easy as Amanda had made it sound. I will consider it, though. No idea was off the table yet, and that one did give him a way to save Eagle lives by avoiding a battle.


    Marc glared at Amanda, who still hadn’t gotten free of his spell. “Anger, you heartless bitch!”


    Amanda’s furious embarrassment snapped the spell. She tried to explain. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”


    Marc had already turned back toward his wife, rubbing it in without even trying.


    Adrian lowered his shield, letting out a sound of relief. “No one understands him the way she does, but you really should have known better, Sis.”


    “Yeah.” Amanda replayed Angela’s words. Her lips thinned. “You knew I’d do that.”


    Angela opened her arms to her husband.


    Marc slid to his knees and hugged her, resting his cheek on her stomach. Shame rolled down his cheeks. “I killed her. I would have done it again!”


    Angela stroked his soft hair. “It’s okay for you to spark with other women, Marc. You don’t have to jump to murder every time you feel an attraction for someone.”


    “I don’t trust me!”


    “I know.” Angela held him. “You believe you have to kill them so you can stay faithful. That’s a damaged part of your brain that I can’t fix.” She snorted softly. “But we both know who can.”


    “I don’t want to.”


    Angela grinned at his petulant denial. “Visit with your dad, when you can handle it. If anyone can reset a Reicher glitch, it’s him.”


    “I will.” Marc stayed wrapped around her, drawing comfort.


    Amanda didn’t repeat her comment. Of course, the boss had known she would do it. Angela had let it happen so she could get Marc to talk with his dad. “It’s all about the ends.”


    Angela met her eyes. “And I’ll use any means to help him, even humiliating a Mitchel who now owes us an undeclared favor. Reminding him of Kendle wasn’t even your biggest mistake today.”


    It all snapped into place for Amanda. “You would have allowed the kids to pick their own mates. I didn’t need to bargain for my girls. You tricked me!”


    Angela smirked. “I said you weren’t smart enough for him. Then you proved me right.”


    “I hate you so much!”


    Marc tensed. His hands clenched against Angela’s hips.


    Amanda saw it, but she didn’t care. “Someday, someone will stop you and all your damn games!”


    “Maybe, but it won’t be today and it certainly won’t be you!” Angela’s eyes lit up bright red. “Get off my ship, Amanda Mitchel. I no longer need you.”


    Adrian pushed his furious sister toward the exit before anything else could happen. “I’m sorry I brought you into this.”


    Amanda wasn’t. She’d gotten some things from this too, though she’d paid too high of a price. She marched to the exit with her chin up and her arrogance in place. “Mark my words, Alpha. Your day will come.”


    Angela’s anger faded as they left. “And I already have a rough idea of when. I just have to figure out the who.”


    Marc looked up at her.


    Angela sighed. “Not important right now.” She kissed him.


    Marc stood, keeping their lips locked while pulling her closer.


    Angela melted into his arms. My Brady.


    Kyle stood by the door and wondered if any of them would get a happy-ever-after. He doubted it. And that’s why we’re stealing every little bit of happiness we can find now, because death is coming for us in two years and Angela expects no survivors.


     


     


    2


    “Don’t slam the door.” Morgan had felt her coming before she’d yanked it open. Knowing she’d tracked him here was interesting, considering that he had gone dim and she’d used the part of her gifts that was reserved for mates, but he didn’t dwell on it. The reason for her rage was more important than more useless proof that they should have been together instead of her and Kyle.


    Jennifer stopped herself from slamming it anyway when she saw Morgan had both arms full. Little Kane was in one and Autumn was in the other. Both of her children were changed, dressed in clean clothes, and on the edge of sleeping. “I thought they were with the den mothers.”


    “They were.” Morgan kept rocking them both to sleep. “Piper will be here soon to sit with them. She doesn’t want to watch Adrian leave.” And she’s one of the few people I trust with these precious lives.


    Jennifer couldn’t help but be touched that he hadn’t been able to leave without spending a few more minutes with them. Her kids loved Morgan, and he adored them. Despite not having any of his own, he had an instinctive sense of how to be a good father.


    “I killed my parents.”


    Jennifer knew that, but hearing him say it took the warmth from her thoughts and dulled her anger with concern. His pain was too sharp to ignore. “They were ill, right?”


    “Yes. For a long time.” Morgan carefully leaned down and slid little Kane into his bassinet. “I took care of them for a decade, alone, struggling to handle their outbursts and their violence, their pain and confusion, while keeping the bills paid, the house cleaned, the appointments kept, and the paperwork filled out for two people who didn’t even know who I was most of the time. It was an exhausting nightmare. I’m still shocked that I managed to keep up with it for so long.”


    He covered the newborn boy, then eased over to the playpen and put Autumn down. She clutched his wrist before letting go to enter the dream world where he would always be there to protect her. “I decided I never wanted kids.”


    Jennifer leaned against the door to the cabin, watching, listening, feeling his misery, bracing for more pain. She knew it was coming.


    Morgan didn’t face her. This tale was too ugly to be offset by her youth and beauty–two things this apocalyptic life was already eating through with every injury and every morning she rose with popping knees and protesting muscles. “I hated knowing that someday I would get dementia and be a burden on my kids too, that I would prevent them from enjoying their lives right when they should have been able to concentrate on themselves. I was so careful that it cost me a few dates when they refused to play by my rules of protection, but I stuck to my guns. I wasn’t having kids on purpose or by accident.”


    Jennifer expected to hear how that had changed since he fell in love with her.


    “I still don’t want any.”


    Morgan shrugged at her surprise, feeling it. “Nothing’s changed, except there would be even less support now than there was back then. This new world isn’t able to care for dementia patients. When it starts happening to me, I’ll end it quickly, knowing I didn’t leave anyone to mourn me or to be burdened with me. I’ll go out alone and be proud of myself for sticking to that. I don’t want a child with you, no matter what the alpha demands. I’m never having kids. Ever. This genetic defect ends with me.”


    Jennifer fought the need to change his mind. She didn’t want to have a child with him against her will, and she respected his choice. “But it’s too late for not leaving anyone to mourn you, Morgan. You have a new family now.”


    “Do I?” Morgan went to the small window and stared at the ocean. It was getting rougher as the tide came in and thin clouds rolled over the island, bringing the season change. “I was there that night, when you were rescued.”


    Jennifer hadn’t thought about that awful part of her past in months. It was a sign of her recovery that she hadn’t dreamed about it in at least a few weeks. “I saw you.”


    “You chose Kyle to be your protector.”


    Jennifer felt regret, but she did love Kyle now. She was torn. “He was the team leader, with pull in this camp.”


    “If I’d been team leader…”


    “I would have chosen you.”


    Morgan sighed. “I thought so, but it doesn’t matter now. I didn’t stay and protect you then, from him. That night, I lost whatever small chance I might have had.”


    “Morgan.”


    He refused to turn around. “I’m not coming back here, Jenny. I’ve made my choice about that. I’m not like Adrian, and you’re not like Samantha. The three-way setup won’t work for us. Kyle says he can handle it, but that’s only because he knows he’s leaving on Marc’s suicide run.” His voice grew resigned. “And you don’t want me in your bed.”


    “That kiss…”


    “Says we could have been together, but Fate nudged things the other way. You have two kids who need you to stay here, and I have a new goal to keep Kyle alive so he can return to this family.” Morgan gestured. “I’m joining Marc’s run. When Kyle goes off on his own, I’ll be with him. I’ll do everything I can to keep him alive for you…because I love you. I always have and I always will.”


    Jennifer took a step toward him.


    Morgan stiffened. “Please don’t. I need to leave with my honor. It’s the only thing I still have that’s mine. My life belongs to the Eagles. My loyalty belongs to the alpha. My heart belongs to you. Don’t take what little I have left.”


    Jennifer was sad, relieved, angry, and disappointed. She didn’t know how to handle the mix of emotions. Everything he’d said made sense, but her heart ached. “I’ll never see you again.”


    “No.” Morgan finally faced her. Unshed tears made his eyes shine. “Goodbye, Jenny.”


    Jennifer came forward anyway.


    Morgan went around her and left the cabin.


    The door gently shut behind him.


    Jennifer slid to her knees by the bed and sucked air into lungs that felt too small. “I thought he would stay.”


    Tears began to form.


    “I want him to stay.”


    She listened for his footsteps to come back and heard them going up the stairs toward the top deck instead. “He’s leaving me!”


    Jennifer sobbed, heartbroken and not sure why.


     


     


    3


    “Anna, five-minute break.”


    Anna frowned at Terry’s call. She wasn’t tired yet, but Terry was yawning. He was the one who should be taking a break.


    Adrian entered the medical bay. “Got a minute?”


    Anna understood he’d come to tell her goodbye. It was a small thing, but it improved her mood.


    Anna put the file in her hand into the cabinet, shut it, and let Adrian wrap her in a snug embrace that was a complete contradiction to what she’d told Dalton. She did like to be held this way, but only by someone she’d given that permission to.


    Terry observed curiously from the main desk where he was manning the mostly empty medical bay and giving his sore feet a break. All of the patients who were going with Tonya had been cleared. The bay was clean but for one last room that Dalton was laboring over before his shift ended. Things were calm here again. Terry was enjoying it while it lasted. They had a dental session starting shortly that might refill the area with odd noises and abject misery.


    “I’ll miss you.” Anna’s arms tightened around Adrian’s neck.


    Terry couldn’t help but compare the molding of their bodies, the softness on their faces, the sense of familiarity that surrounded them. Even the way her long tan sweater draped over his long black cloak seemed to fit perfectly together. “You knew each other before the war.”


    Anna rested her cheek on Adrian’s shoulder. “I’ll be okay.”


    Adrian rubbed her arms, sending a protection spell over her. “Anna and I were best friends as kids. Then we shared the same wing in a lab when we were teenagers.” Adrian let go of her and stepped back. “I helped her escape.”


    Anna smiled. “He also did me a favor in that lab that I’ll never forget.”


    Adrian grinned sexily. “I know I never have.”


    Terry knew what it was before they said it. “Even as a teenager? Good God, Adrian!”


    Adrian chuckled. “Yeah, when I said I hadn’t slept with one of Tobias’s wives, I might have lied.”


    Anna shrugged. “To be fair, I wasn’t his wife then.”


    “You shouldn’t have been at all. You were always too good for him.” Adrian headed topside. “Stay safe.”


    Anna remembered that hot, perfect moment. “The lab took my freedom, my choices, and part of my sanity, but I was able to give away one thing by choice.”


    “Your virginity.” Dalton had been listening from the room he was cleaning. He’d come out as he understood what they were talking about.


    Anna nodded, still lost in the past. “It was a huge moment for me, challenging their control, their authority, to have a moment where I chose my destiny, where I was willing. A week later, he snuck me out as a guard and sent me to his family.”


    “Was he punished?” Terry doubted it. Mitchels get by with things that the rest of us mere mortals can’t.


    Anna shivered despite being overheated from her pregnancy. “He spent a year in solitary with one meal a day and a weekly beating. Then he was sent to an Australian lab. He paid a high price for my freedom.”


    Anna looked toward the camera, hoping Angela was watching right now. “He went through all of that to help a good friend. Imagine what he’d go through for the woman he loves.”


     


    Walking by a monitor, Angela caught it, along with Kyle, Wade, and Marc.


    One of them agreed.


    One of them was amused.


    One of them snorted in mild jealousy.


    Angela didn’t give a reaction. She already knew Adrian would kill or be killed to please her. That’s why I’m sending him on this run.


     


    Daniella came from Zack’s medical room with a bag of trash. She wasn’t going to the top deck to watch Tonya’s crew leave, though Zack and his boys had already gone up there, along with Leeann and a few others. “Let’s talk for a minute, music man.”


    Dalton followed Daniella to the rear wing, assuming the worst. “I know I have a bad rep, but I really do like your sister. I won’t hurt her.”


    “I know what you told Wade.”


    Daniella crossed her arms over her chest. The blue jean jumper pulled tight around her, showing a lean body that Dalton had no interest in despite her similarity to Anna.


    Dalton stopped by the empty desk, waiting for something ugly. “And?”


    “And I’m okay with it, as long as you remember two things.”


    Dalton was relieved. He grinned. “She’s special, and you’ll kill me if I hurt her?”


    “Well, she is that, and I’ll cut your nuts off to make a stew for Selina if you do, but not what I was going to say.”


    Dalton instinctively closed his legs to protect his sack. “Go on.”


    “You’re not the only one afraid of being stuck in a dull relationship. If you want it to last, plan things out, yearly if you have to, so neither of you are henpecked, exhausted, resigned participants.”


    Dalton knew that was sound advice. “I can do that. What else?”


    “No sex until after the baby’s born.”


    Dalton hadn’t planned on it anyway. “I resent you thinking I would defile your sister.”


    Daniella huffed. “You’ve defiled a lot of women in our camp so far, stud-muffin. Some of them may pop out little Daltons, with perfectly white teeth already in their cute mouths. Take a year to be sure my sister is enough to make you happy. In our family, only in death do we part.”


    Daniella sent him an image of Tobias. Then of Harry. “We mate for life. Changing your mind later won’t end well.”


    Daniella left him with that unsettling thought. She liked Dalton, but she loved Anna, and if Anna wasn’t happy, she would leave Safe Haven and go in search of something that did satisfy her. I want us to stay here and be happy. Is that too much to ask for?


    “No, it’s not.” Terry had been listening. “I don’t think you’ve covered yourself, though. Having a baby with Zack isn’t going to ease that restless streak in your heart.”


    Daniella knew. “That’s what I have his sons for. And when that isn’t enough of a challenge, being an Eagle will cover it.”


    “Zack convinced you the boss is right about joining?”


    “Zack didn’t talk to me about it. Fern did.” Daniella left the medical bay. “I’m on a break.”


    It bothered Terry to find out Zack hadn’t handled that, but the run he’d gone on had been rough enough that Terry decided to let it slide. “But we’re all watching you for more slip-ups now, Zack.”


    Anna nodded. She resumed filing paperwork while Dalton went back to cleaning the last room.


    They all listened as Fern’s door opened and Timmy’s voice echoed.


    “I won’t be long. Everyone is going to the top deck to see off the team that’s leaving.”


    Fern’s tone was nervous. “You’ll be in danger again?”


    Timmy lingered in the entrance of her room. “The alpha is up there, along with the Eagles and the new police force. I’ll be fine.”


    “I’m joining them when I’m released.”


    “I know.” Timmy didn’t want that, but he refused to go against his mentors. He also didn’t want to control her like Theo was trying to do to Debra. “I’ll be back in 30 minutes.”


    “I’m coming with you.”


    “Cool.” Timmy waited patiently for her. “I really will be okay. I’m sorry I manipulated you yesterday about going to the party.”


    “I’m sorry we didn’t get a dance.” But Fern really wasn’t.


    Timmy knew. He wasn’t upset. “We’ll have time for that another day.”


     


    Jayda had stopped near the medical bay for a last scan to verify Terry’s safety once more before she left. Tonya’s instructions about dark spots came to mind.


    Jayda concentrated, trying to read Timmy’s thoughts.


    It was like trying to see through a pitch-black night, in a forest, with a blindfold on.


    She did it again, memorizing the feeling. She was certain some people had naturally dark minds, but this was different, empty, impenetrable.


    Another conversation caught her attention.


     


    “You should come up and see me off. It looks bad if you stay down here.”


    Debra glared at Theo from the chair by her bed. He’d returned from Neil’s run thin, bruised, and even more arrogant than before.


    “Maybe this separation will be good for both of us.” Theo slung his kit over his shoulder. “Just remember that we’re an official couple, Debra. You vouched for me, and I’ve upheld my end of it. Cheating on me will hurt you and your baby.”


    Everyone in the medical bay scowled. They were tired of Theo using guilt, lies, and deceit to hold onto the young mother-to-be.


    So was Debra. She pointed. “Go away!”


    Theo flushed. Anger came over his face.


    He walked away instead of continuing the argument. He didn’t know what else to say that might sway her, other than telling her he might die…


    Theo turned around.


    Terry was standing right there, glaring. “Don’t do that! Get out of here and hope the boss lets you come back!”


    Debra gasped.


    “Thank you.” Theo left with a smile.


    Debra came out to the lounge.


    Terry scowled. “He’s using your emotions to hold onto you. You deserve the right to make your own choices without his lies!”


    But it was too late. Debra went to get her shoes so she could go topside and see him off.


    Terry looked at Anna.


    Anna shrugged. “Some people have to learn the hard way. All the rest of the world can do is watch them fall.”
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    “This is Tonya. I am sailing away in exactly 22 minutes. It is goodbye time. Get it said, hug them tightly, and then push them toward the ladder.”


    Tonya replaced the mike and left the bridge with a quick nod toward the elevator. The bridge appeared to be empty, but someone was in here. She just wasn’t sure who, since Bret was with his father, little Danny was with Brittani, and Jack was with Dace.


    Gordon Mitchel watched her go, sending good thoughts along. This was his first shift on invisible sentry duty alone. It was exciting, and a bit scary, to already be responsible for this vital location. He kept a firm hold on his shield and an eye on the stairs as people flooded the top deck to say goodbye or to watch someone sail away.


    Tonya waited at the bottom of the bridge stairs as Angela came up the ramp with two visible guards. Tonya was glad the boss was being careful. She was also worried about taking so many Eagles out of camp now. Last night had been a blatant reminder that not everyone in their camp was here for survival. Some of them had come along to get a chance to kill the alpha.


    Angela joined her, enjoying the sunlight on her skin. She admired the crown of braids Tonya had found time to fashion around her head.


    Tonya hoped women would copy both of her hair styles. Life had been dull and dreary in the fashion department since the war. “Last minute tips for me?”


    Angela only had one. “Don’t get so wrapped up in completing the run that you forget kindness and generosity.”


    Tonya adjusted the strap on her heavy kit so it wasn’t putting as much pressure on her shoulder. “Because it’s the right thing to do, and helping others will build good karma?”


    “No, though both of those are true.” Angela gestured. “We’ll need allies when we go home. Make connections and friends on this run if you can.”


    Tonya frowned. “We’ll be gone longer if I take the time for that.”


    “Safe Haven will survive. The only deadline you have to worry about is getting to the UN base before they come to attack us.”


    “Do you have a date for that?”


    “Not exact, but it will be after the 20th of August, so you have three weeks from now. Missy and I have been able to narrow it down that far. Beyond, things get too blurry.”


    Tonya frowned deeper. “Something goes wrong then.”


    That’s what Angela assumed too. “Maybe. I believe it’s connected to the ghost you’re chasing.”


    Tonya winced but didn’t deny it. She wanted to see Rico just as much as she wanted this run to be successful.


    Angela moved out of the way. “Make it quick and then get back on duty.”


    Kenn lowered his invisible shield.


    Tonya stared, dismayed as she understood. “He’s the new main protector you didn’t want to talk about.”


    Kenn had been shocked to get the order this morning, but he had also been delighted.


    Tonya couldn’t help her jealousy.


    Angela lifted a brow. “Problem?”


    “No.” It would be petty of her to protest. Tonya slid into Kenn’s arms instead and gave him a hot kiss that she hadn’t planned on.


    Kenn enjoyed it. He didn’t care that it was just to remind Angela who he belonged to now. It made him feel good to think they were having a jealousy moment over him. He also welcomed the distraction from the light rocking motion of the ship that implied the ocean wasn’t happy today. I’m not under the water. It’s okay.


    Stiffer waves had flowed in overnight, disturbing his sleep and reminding him that Reicher’s lab wasn’t the only trauma he’d suffered since they left America. Nothing about Howland Island had been good, except that they’d gotten to leave there alive.


    Angela observed their island for a minute, seeing Dog, Duke, and Yappy at the top of the hill. They had no interest in what was happening over here right now. They were practicing herding, with Dog in charge, Duke obeying perfectly, and the puppy trying hard to control his rambunctious nature.


    Jayda came over to stand with the boss and her team leader, still not sure if Angela had given her a blow-off yesterday. She waited for advice or instructions.


    “I didn’t give you any because you weren’t going to listen, and I get tired of wasting my breath.” Angela’s disapproval was clear.


    Jayda swallowed the sarcasm that rose. “I’m listening now.”


    “Your husband is dangerous. Don’t trust him.”


    “I already knew that.” Jayda was more concerned with Terry’s safety. Trent’s execution had scarred her. After spending last night talking with Terry, and kissing, she wanted an assurance that it wasn’t going to happen to him. But she already knew she wasn’t going to get one. Angela did whatever she wanted, and everyone obeyed her or they were removed.


    Angela tried once more. “I mean it, Jayda. Not paying attention to your duties as XO might get you killed.”


    Jayda stood straighter. “I take my job very seriously. I’ll be fine.”


    And that’s why I didn’t tell you yesterday. Angela moved on. “Make sure you finish the antibiotics.”


    Jayda quickly pulled the bottle from her pocket and swallowed one of the large pills.


    Angela went toward the side of the ship so she could force herself to watch the waves slap into the dock. Their time on Howland Island was fresh in her mind too. That’s what she’d been screaming about when Adrian woke her.


    Angela’s visible guards, Kyle and Wade, followed. Wade also forced himself to observe the water. He would never be okay around the ocean again; he’d accepted that now. The best he could do was face the fear and fight it.


    Angela put a hand on his wrist in understanding and comfort, then let go.


    Kenn eased out of Tonya’s arms, kissed her once more, then brought up his invisible shield as he strode toward the boss.


    Tonya shook hands with a few people going by who insisted on it, but she wished she was already gone. She wasn’t a fan of goodbye time.


    Tonya saw Marc coming up the ramp with his newborn in one arm, a bag of gear over the other, and his twins rotating around him on guard duty. They were practicing the descendant method of protection.


    Tonya thought that was wise. The gaps in security from her crew leaving was another opportunity for more betrayal. She scanned deeper, going down into the ship to check on KJ.


    “Piper has him in Jennifer’s cabin.” Morgan went by Tonya and joined Angela near the side of the ship. As Marc came over, Morgan extended his arms.


    Marc gave the baby to him while Cate and Cody spread out and continued to do rotations.


    Camp members and Eagles stayed back.


    Morgan kissed the sleepy infant’s cheek. “I’ll miss you both.”


    Sarah didn’t waste time begging him to stay. She already knew it wouldn’t work. She hugged Morgan, shocking even him.


    Sarah quickly let go and returned to her cell. Be safe, my first friend.


    Morgan felt Sarah’s protection charm land at the same time that he sent his own. He chuckled. Then his sadness took over again. You asked for a payment on my debt, and I’m trying to give it to you. The Mitchels are leaving for a while.


    Sarah wasn’t as concerned about that now that the mother had explained some things to her, but she understood why Morgan was bringing it up. I will happily protect your family.


    Thank you. Morgan kissed the baby’s warm cheek, then handed her back to her father. He frowned at Marc.


    Marc stared back impatiently, but he was secretly relieved for the distraction from the uneven motion of the ship and the unwelcome feeling of loss that was hitting as so many of his peers prepared to leave without him. “Get it off your chest.”


    Morgan did. “I don’t like you, Brady. I never have, and I never will. If something happens to Jennifer or her kids, I’ll hold you responsible for it.”


    Kyle approved of Morgan’s courage. “Ditto, Marc. The Eagles will never take you back. Stay in the medical bay or become a den mother. The Eagles don’t want you.”


    People around them stared. All three men were strong and dangerous, but they weren’t evenly matched. Even working as a team, no one thought Kyle and Morgan would win a fight against Marc.


    Angela shrugged at the witnesses. “Men have to bond.”


    Uneasy chuckles floated through the air as the bonding continued.


    “You don’t get to make that choice.” Morgan glared at Kyle. “You let him talk you into resigning, remember?”


    “Yeah, about that.” Kyle slowly flexed his swollen fingers. “I’m healing every day. As soon as the medics clear me, I’ll be back in training. I tore up my resignation. I’m always an Eagle.”


    A cheer sounded from those who heard.


    Marc grinned toward Angela. “Just like you said.”


    Kyle realized he’d been fooled. “You didn’t really want me to resign.”


    “You were going to quit. If you remember that day on the island, it was your idea. All I did was accept your resignation.” Marc nodded at Angela. “She said you’d take a month or two and then realize the Eagles are your life and you can’t walk away from them.”


    Angela enjoyed the breeze and the sun, but not the view. “You’ll get better at predicting too.”


    Marc tensed. “From the medical bay and the den mother deck?”


    “Yes.”


    “You’re the boss.” Marc went toward the bridge to change the baby. Pretty sure she just dropped a bomb.


    Morgan shook Kyle’s good hand, then faced Angela.


    Angela hugged him. She didn’t make promises, but she wasn’t sad.


    Morgan wasn’t sure if that meant anything as he hugged her back.


    Everyone watched Morgan go down the ladder and walk to Tonya’s ship, wondering if he was coming home.


    Sarah’s sadness welled, reaching out to those around her.


    Kyle understood. “I’ll miss him too.”


    You are also sad?


    “Yes.” Kyle went to the bridge so he didn’t have to watch Morgan sail away. “He’s like a brother to me.”


    Sarah was slightly confused. You love him, and hate him.


    Kyle didn’t mind explaining. “No, that’s how I feel about Adrian. My emotions about Morgan are more complicated.”


    Because he wants your wife.


    “Because they should have been together and I feel like I robbed them of a happy future.” Kyle didn’t want to talk about that anymore. It was over and done. All they could do was go on from it.


    Kyle entered the bridge and stayed back while Marc handled the baby’s diaper.


    A rank smell filled the air, but the fathers didn’t notice. Their noses were now immune.


    Gordon struggled to keep his shield up. It didn’t block smells.


    Marc motioned. “Go out onto the stairs until the air clears.”


    Gordon did, not caring that his cover had been blown. I don’t know what you’re feeding that kid, but throw it away. It’s spoiled!


    Kyle snickered.


    Marc dropped the folded diaper into the waste can and covered it with some papers that were already in there. The odor wouldn’t clear out until the next time the garbage crew came through. “Just to break him in for when he has his own.”


    Kyle laughed.


    Then he resumed his conversation with Sarah. “Why do you never change clothes?”


    Marc kept working, but he listened closely. He and Angela had also wondered about that.


    Sarah stiffened, peering down. You do not like my dress?


    Kyle chose to be honest. “It makes you look like an abused child from an ancient past.”


    Sarah smiled. That is what I was going for.


    “On purpose, so you don’t seem as threatening?”


    Sarah shivered. Innocent, so people don’t want to kill my host as much!


    Kyle felt bad for her all over again. “I can be your friend until Morgan comes home.”


    He’s not coming back.


    Kyle sighed. “That really hasn’t been revealed, at least not to me.”


    Sarah forced away the tears. She hated these new emotions. I accept your offer.


    Kyle ignored Marc, but he was aware that the wolfman was listening to every word. “Then, as your new friend, I’d like to suggest a change of clothing.”


    Sarah tried not to be offended. Why, and to what?


    “You need to be intimidating, so everyone understands not to bother you.”


    Signs of power will attract killers.


    “You attract that anyway because of your parents. But it’s not for you, Sarah. It’s for the mother. If people know you’re protecting her, she might be in less danger.”


    Magic immediately filled the bridge.


    Kyle blinked at the bright mental light.


    Is this better?​


    Sarah’s new outfit was an enforcer cloak, Eagle pants, boots, shirt, and jacket, and Angela’s single long braid. A toolbelt of hazardous weapons lined her small hips. A wrist blade completed the image.


    Kyle approved. “Now you look dangerous.”


    Thank you. Sarah liked the feel of the new outfit as people began to notice and approve, including the father. I am open to more tips.


    Kyle did a quick scan of the deck through the bridge window. “We’ll talk later when things settle down.”


    Witches and demons on both ships were following Sarah’s example now and changing their clothes to mirror her ensemble. Magic burst out, scaring the normals.


    Descendants admired the new duds, feeling stronger now that their power was properly dressed.


    Sarah felt a new emotion. It’s strange. Enjoyable. I’m proud?


    Kyle smiled at her. “You just became a leader.”


    Sarah’s sadness was gone as she studied this new state of being and tried to figure out how to duplicate it.


    Kyle frowned at Marc. “I meant every word.”


    Marc shrugged at the byzan naturalist. “We’ll still work well together because we have the same goal–to keep our way of life alive, along with our families and this camp.”


    Kyle was willing to allow that. “But only if you finally accept what I’m about to tell you.” He stepped closer and ran a gentle thumb over the hand of the violet-eyed baby Marc had finished changing. “She is yours. The magic came from Angela’s deal with Michael Mitchel, not the baby. As far as we know, she is the only female Reicher/Wells cross in existence. Piper will give birth to a Reicher/Mitchel cross. That’s two of the kids needed to push time all the way back to the beginning. When Ray comes home, he and Selina will probably make a Reicher/normal mix. If you can’t protect them all, kill them so they don’t fall into enemy hands.”


    Kyle left the bridge.


    Marc stared in horrified shock as he finally understood why everyone wanted him to be a den mother. They really thought he could do that. “They don’t know me at all!”


    Sarah saw it the other way. They’re scared of losing their loved ones, and they trust you. They want a den mother with medical skills, gun skills, combat skills, and a ruthless nature who won’t hesitate to remove a threat.


    “They’re manipulating me.”


    Yes. They’ve seen how effective it is. Sarah tensed. And speaking of manipulating.


    Marc saw Greg coming up the ramp. He groaned. “Will this never end?!”


    Sarah began drawing power. Say the word, Father, and it will right now.


    Marc wanted to, but he was comforted by the things Angela had told Adrian last night. “I don’t have orders for it. He’ll be gone soon.”


    Sarah stayed ready in case Marc changed his mind.


    Greg felt her displeasure, but he still entered the bridge. “Marcus.”


    “Gregory.”


    The two men stared at each other in intense dislike and regret, both wishing they’d killed the other during their fight on Howland Island.


    “Lisa needs help.”


    Marc grimaced as he realized why Greg had come to him. “You all think I can keep your kids alive. What happens if I die or when I leave?”


    Greg didn’t have an answer for that beyond trusting Angela to cover it.


    Marc surrendered tiredly. “I’ll do my best to protect her and the baby.”


    “Thank you.” Greg shared a fear. “She wasn’t like this before. The baby might be causing it, like Cynthia’s kid did to her in the mountain.”


    “Well, that’s great news.” But Marc wasn’t surprised. “I’ll talk to Angela about it and see what we can come up with that lets them both live.”


    Greg still lingered. His mind was full of restless hope and bitter jealousy.


    Marc scoffed. “You saw it on the monitor, didn’t you?”


    “I was the guard in here last night. I saw…everything.”


    Marc glared. “No.”


    “But you were able to share with him!”


    “No.”


    Greg sneered. “I’ll talk to Angela. She’ll feel guilty enough about that lab run to agree!”


    Marc’s rage paled in comparison to Sarah’s fury. She slammed Greg with a pain spell, then switched to a copy of the freeze spell that Marc had used on Amanda. She no longer had to witness a spell to copy it; a memory was enough. Adrian is the only one I would ever accept in the mother’s life other than the father!


    Greg broke the spell unknowingly with his anger. “But he’s a Mitchel!”


    Sarah got ready to fire again. He gave up everything for her!


    “I gave my eye!”


    That was taken! You would never give it willingly! Adrian would cut off his hand for the mother!


    “Enough.” Marc jerked a thumb toward the exit. “It’s time for you to go.”


    Greg glowered. “This isn’t over!”


    Greg went down the stairs, one good eye searching for Angela.


    Kenn had been listening, drawn by the magic use and the feel of violence about to spill over. He eased closer to the boss. Kenn didn’t want to hurt Greg. They were friends, and bonded through their time in that lab. But I’m not going to let him hurt her. If I have to pick, Greg will lose.


    Angela didn’t hear Kenn come closer, but she knew he had and felt safer. It was a relief, and confusing because of their past.


    Angela glared at Greg as he came toward her. “No.”


    “But…”


    “No!”


    Greg was in his Eagle gear, with his jacket and kit on, but his behavior made him an outsider.


    Greg’s eyepatch caught the bright sunlight and flashed a reminder of what he’d gone through. “Please.”


    It might have had an effect if not for the rage in his good eye that was barely being held in check. Greg was furious about his time in the lab, and until he got control over that dangerous anger, it wasn’t safe to let him stay. Even if she agreed to spread her legs for him, it still wouldn’t be enough to stop him from hurting her because of the ghosts in his mind. Angela hardened her heart. “Go away.”


    Cate lifted a thick shield over Angela.


    Cody did the same.


    Magic users all over the ship followed their lead and smothered the boss in protection.


    “Whore!” Greg went toward the ladder and climbed over with a thumping, miserable heart. He slid down to the dock, not feeling the wooden splinters that sank into his hands. He marched onto Tonya’s ship, literally biting his tongue to keep from screaming. He knew his mental state wasn’t going to be healed by being with Angela, but he was also sure it wasn’t going to get better by being away from her. He didn’t know what to do.


    Erin had been observing from the deck of Tonya’s ship. A little jealous herself, she understood Greg was suffering. She took his arm and led him below with a gentle touch.


    Angela faced the woman standing near her on the top deck of the cruise ship. Greg hadn’t even looked at Lisa.


    Lisa tensed, scared. “Am I going to jail now for trying to curse Erin?”


    “Probation again, for a few months this time.” Angela held out a hand. “Come warm me.”


    Lisa put her hand in Angela’s and leaned against the alpha’s chilly body. She had plenty of warmth to share these days, thanks to the pregnancy.


    Lisa felt bad for what she’d almost done. “I don’t even know why I want him. He’s broken, stubborn, embarrassing, damaged…”


    Angela chuckled. “Are you talking about Greg or Dace?”


    Lisa snickered. She was grateful that Angela wasn’t really punishing her. “I’m sorry.”


    “Me too. I know it’s been hard on you to care for Dace, deal with Jack, carry Greg’s baby, work your shifts, and still remain sane.”


    Lisa frowned. “Jack’s been great.”


    Angela leaned in. “Things are going to change again for you soon. Remember these words, okay?”


    Lisa tensed again. Change was rarely good.


    “There are only a few laws in this new world. As long as you’re not breaking them, you can do what makes you happy and let everyone else fend for themselves for a while.”


    Lisa sighed. “That sounds so selfish.”


    “I know, right? But sometimes we need that for our own sanity.” Angela let go of the busty brunette. “Make sure Dace shows up for his next shift in the medical bay.”


    “I will. Thank you.” Lisa went to the ramp instead of watching Tonya’s ship sail away with Greg on it. She felt better after talking to the boss. She wanted that to last.


    Wade had been listening while observing everyone around them. “We need Dace to recover so Lisa will be too busy to think about anything else.”


    “I agree.”


    Wade sighed. “I wish there was a way to help him. The medics have all tried. Even Jennifer gave him multiple healing sessions.”


    “Jennifer and the medics, yes. Sarah, no.”


    “Genius, Boss.” Wade got his book out and made a note about it.


    Angela didn’t tell him it wouldn’t matter, that it was just something to keep Sarah busy when she got bored. There was a small chance that the powerful witch would come up with a solution, but it would be used on others who became paralyzed. Dace couldn’t be healed by magic.


    Angela did a scan to see who was up here now. A fast count told her more than 150 souls had come for goodbye time. She was happy with that, but also concerned. Some of these residents wanted to be sure another group of fighters was gone before enacting their dastardly plans. Some of these fake well-wishers had bullied someone into leaving. A few others were watching to verify that their rival or enemy left. Not all of these people were going to be alive when Tonya returned.


    Zack caught her attention.


    Angela smiled at him. You’re good.


    Zack relaxed as much as he could, considering the ocean’s motion and his personal discomfort. He’d learned to fear water after rescuing the mission men. Then Neil’s run had forced him under the water again to cross that damn river. Even taking a shower was hard now. If not for the support of his family, he didn’t think he could be up here. It was different down in the ship. He still heard the ocean, but he didn’t have to see it too.


    Zack’s sons knew he needed time to adjust. He had an arm around Mike. Eric was on his other side, providing a shield over them all to prevent his dad from being bumped by the crowd. Zack’s health wasn’t so good that he could take even accidental hits.


    Zack perked up as Grant walked by. Ray was a few steps behind Grant, carrying his kit and looking like he needed more time to recover before being sent out again. Zack sympathized.


    Ray nodded at him and kept moving. Feeling rough or not, he was going.


    Grant had just done a final round of the cruise ship and left a few more notes about things Angela would need to take care of while he was gone. He shook hands with people who wanted that and acted as if he was reluctant to go when he really couldn’t wait for the next adventure to begin. I have magic to rely on this time.


    His demon bowed obediently.


    “Grant.”


    The captain stopped and rotated with a genuine smile. “My goodbye tip?”


    “Yes.” Zack concentrated.


    Noise blared in Grant’s mind. He flinched, then scowled as he realized what Zack was doing to him. “Stop!”


    Zack refused, demeanor going cold. “You have to be connected to the hive. The boss gave you extra time to adjust.”


    Grant couldn’t help his defensiveness. “I don’t want this!”


    Normals in the crowd crooned in sympathy. Then they marked him from their mental list of those they could trust. He wasn’t one of them anymore.


    Zack sent out another blast of magic.


    New descendants all through the crowd were connected.


    Curses and delight filled the air.


    Grant understood there was no going back. He stomped to the ladder and quickly descended.


    “You didn’t give him a tip.” Eric was curious about what it would have been.


    Zack eyed the ocean and shivered. “He’ll figure it out on his own.”


    Mike was also curious. “What is it?”


    “A hive is a line to call for help when you get hit by something you can’t handle.” Fern had been without that resource while she was held captive. She was honored, and relieved, to be a part of Angela’s hive now.


    Zack and his boys studied Timmy and Fern as they came over.


    Mike and Eric were interested in the girl Timmy had fallen for. They scanned her red hair and thin body thoughtfully, trying to figure out why she liked their brother.


    Fern read their minds and scowled. “I won’t ever tolerate the way you’ve treated Timmy. Be careful.”


    Mike felt bad. He knew he’d been mean to a lot of people, but he hadn’t known his brother was one of them. “I’m sorry.”


    Eric’s first reaction was to glare. “Mind your own business!”


    “Be nice, Eric.” Zack winced at the rough feel of fresh waves hitting the ship.


    Eric angrily turned to watch Tonya’s ship leave, wondering if she might run into William while she was in America. I wish I was going with her. This place sucks!


    Eric’s thoughts weren’t comforting to those around them. Zack and Mike were in medical pants and shirts, with blankets around their thin shoulders. Eric was in Eagle gear, looking like their warden. With Fern’s blue jumper and Timmy’s white coat, it was like a painting of mental patients with their doctor and guards. All of Neil’s team was rough, with thin bodies and shaky legs, but Zack and Mike had clearly gotten the worst of it.


    Leeann stood behind the family and tried not to draw attention. She knew a secret that would make everyone furious. I just have to keep it from them for a few more hours.


    Angela started to turn toward her…


    Leeann pointed. “Here comes Adrian and Bret!”


    People turned, including Angela. She watched Adrian approach, thinking about last night and waking up with him this morning.


    Adrian held her gaze, grinning.


    Angela blushed.


    Bret’s attention was on Cate.


    Angela lifted a shield as they got closer. “Five-minute break.”


    Adrian opened his arms.


    The twins tackled him, almost knocking him over.


    Adrian treated them to a couple of minutes of tickling and chasing, like they’d had to start the day. It was sweet.


    Observing from the bridge, Marc now understood the connection to the reserved attitude they always gave him. He never played with Cate and Cody that way or let his guard down with them. I don’t think I can.


    Sarah was also observing. Her smile matched the mother’s. He thinks about his childhood in fondness most of the time. You could do that, if you only remember the good.


    Marc didn’t answer. He was watching Bret hug Cate. Cate allowed it and even hugged him back. “She hates to be touched. She didn’t even like it when Joey did it.”


    Bret has a very kind soul. He is one of the few from that lab who do.


    Marc believed that. He also thought some relationships were destined, and that might be one of them. If Bret came back, the pair would likely become inseparable.


    Marc found it comforting after what he’d learned about Mitchels today. Cate would have two families to train her, to come to her aid, to love her.


    What about Cody?


    Marc wasn’t sure. “He believes he and Missy will end up together, but Alicia recently claimed she’ll marry him.”


    You don’t like either of them.


    Marc sighed. “It’s not about liking them. One has no conscience, and one is connected to a possible pedophile who might always be in the picture. I wish Cody had someone more like Bret will be to Cate.”


    I shall search through the herd for you.


    Marc chuckled. “You sound like Enforcer J.”


    Sarah beamed. I would rather sound like the mother, but it is still the nicest thing you have said to me this week.


    Marc reached out mentally and ran a gentle hand over her head and down the side of her face. “I love you.”


    Sarah tried not to cry. Asshole!


    Marc laughed. “Now you sound like the mother.”
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    “Take this.” Cate gave Bret a paper bag. “It’s some candy I saved for you.”


    “Beaut.” Bret handed her an art pad. “Some drawings I made for you.”


    It was a sweet moment that made other people wish they’d thought of giving gifts to those who were leaving.


    “My turn.”


    Bret hugged Angela at her call.


    Angela held the boy and sent a protection spell over him. “Stay by Tonya when you can.”


    “To protect her?”


    “For companionship when you get lonely.” Angela kissed Bret’s forehead, then pushed him toward Cate. “Two minutes left.”


    She gestured at Wade. “Same for you.”


    Wade let go of his shield and hurried over to his family as they came up the ramp.


    Neil shook hands with Wade, then pulled him in for a hug.


    Samantha glanced around nervously. “The boys are with Piper. Amy’s on duty over them all, but we really just told her that so she’d feel like she’s helping. She needs more recovery time.”


    “I’ll make sure she gets it.” Wade kissed Neil’s cheek. “Have fun, and then get your asses home where you belong!”


    Neil rubbed his scruffy cheek against Wade’s. “Try not to go insane being camp XO while also being a parent of three without a relief source.”


    Wade laughed. “That’s the least of my worries.”


    “Good. Sam and I have gotten used to the way you snore.”


    Samantha didn’t join in their amusement. She was feeling guilty for leaving. I’m also scared of making a mistake.


    “You’ll do fine, Sammi.” Wade wrapped her in his arms. “We’ll be right here when you get home, all safe and sound.”


    Samantha shivered as he let go. But she didn’t change her mind. I need to do this.


    Wade rubbed her arms. “Yes, you do.” Learning that she had planned to go to Heaven’s Road and stay there had changed Wade’s mind about her leaving. Samantha had to chase some ghosts now, so she could accept that what she had in real life was just as important as what she could only find in her dreams.


    The trio came over to Angela.


    Angela also hugged the nervous blonde. “I’m proud of you for being able to make the right choice. It’s easy when nothing’s at stake. When you’re scared, doing the right thing is much harder.”


    Samantha enjoyed the praise, but it didn’t calm the butterflies in her gut.


    Neil locked eyes with Angela. “Please.”


    Angela shook her head. “I won’t promise you’ll make it back. But I will promise that Wade, Amy, and the boys will be fine.”


    Neil understood this was part of his punishment. He accepted it with grace, leaning forward to kiss Angela’s cheek.


    Angela rubbed against him like he’d done to Wade, bringing chuckles from them both.


    “You always know what not to say, Boss.”


    Angela pushed him toward the ladder. “Time’s about up.”


    “Yes, it is.” Tonya went toward the ladder. “Ten minutes. Let’s get onboard. Our next adventure awaits.”


    The church group came up the ramp to the top deck together, ignoring the glares and shields that lifted through the crowded part of this deck. Several of last night’s assassins had been members of the church; that group was now being shunned or eyed with hostility.


    Frank and Max went to the side of the deck that was mostly empty and began to pray for Tonya and everyone going with her.


    Angela turned her back to them, but her witch kept them in sight.


    Unlike the church group, Adrian wasn’t being viewed that way. Even though he’d knocked out a group of normals at the party with his sleep spell and threatened to fry them all, people were asking, subtly and openly, for him to stay, to not accept banishment this time. He’d saved the boss from Parker, then went assassin-hunting with her. They’d had a private moment that most people already knew about. He wasn’t being shunned. He was wanted.


    Adrian refused them all in good humor. Now that he knew Angela’s plan, he wasn’t as bitter. “I have an idea for you.”


    “Let’s hear it.” Angela wasn’t as reckless now about him leaving either, but the pain was still there.


    “Have him start training to become a camp therapist. While he reads the books and takes the tests, he’ll automatically apply those adjustments to himself to determine if they really work. If they do, it will essentially become the doctor healing himself.”


    “I like that.” Angela knew Marc had a caring side that rarely saw the light of day. “That could be good for everyone.”


    Adrian saw the wheel spinning in her mind. “And it will teach him that manipulating can be a good thing.”


    “Exactly.” Angela lowered her shield and let Adrian hug her.


    Cate, Cody, and Wade brought shields up over them in layers. It was a neat protection switch that hadn’t needed to be called, but still drew attention to the fact that the boss wasn’t safe.


    More glares were sent to the church group and to the known normals who’d been speaking out against magic.


    Adrian connected their minds. Thank you for last night. Even if I never see you again, I’ll still have that.


    Angela kissed him.


    People cheered.


    Marc observed from the bridge, not as jealous this time but still unhappy enough that he had to keep his distance.


    Adrian broke the kiss. “I should take the final test now. I’ve been a camp therapist for over a year.”


    “Yeah, you don’t need to study manipulation.” She pushed him toward the ladder, laughing. “Go join your kill team.”


    That group of nine men and women were on the top deck of Tonya’s ship with all of their belongings in their arms and excitement on their faces.


    Conner came up the ramp and walked his dad over to the ladder. They’d already had a goodbye in private where Adrian had given him advice, and Conner had confessed to breaking the age rule in some ways. Neither of them thought of those things now. They hugged quickly and let go, confident that they would see each other again. Mitchels weren’t trapped anywhere. If Adrian was gone too long, Conner would just go to him.


    Adrian sent another protection spell over his son, then went down the ladder.


    “I can do better than that.” Conner used his magic.


    A powerful wave ran over both ships and settled on Tonya. It covered her in Mitchel gold, then faded.


    People stared.


    Conner shrugged at Angela’s frown. “It’s not like they don’t already know I’m special.”


    Angela had to laugh. “Fair enough.” She put an arm around him and stood there as the other ship prepared to sail away with those they loved.
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    Tonya and Jayda stood on the dock, checking their books and clipboards.


    “That’s all of us.” Jayda pushed her red and black hair off her warm neck and boarded the ship. Despite the harrowing run with Neil, she was eager for another trek. She was also scared, but that would only go away with time, like her bruises from Heaven’s Road. She’d done well up there. All she could do was hope the same would be true of this run.


    Tonya joined her, signaling to their captain to get them moving. “Six minutes early after being six hours later.”


    “Wait!”


    The faint voice echoed from the top of the cruise ship.


    “Wait!”


    Charlie grinned as he went by Tonya. “Make that three minutes early.” He jumped onto the dock and waited while Ellie climbed down.


    Ellie threw herself into his arms, fighting not to cry.


    Charlie held her, heart easing into a better rhythm. At this moment, his choice was clear. It always was when she was in his arms.


    “I love you.” She kissed him with her bruised lips and then pushed free of his embrace. She hurried back up the ladder.


    Charlie got back onto Tonya’s boat, beaming.


    Tonya sighed tolerantly. “Now, we can go.”


     


    On the cruise ship, Ellie stopped next to Angela, still refusing to cry. “He’s going back for Tracy.”


    Angela’s eyes went to Adrian. “Have faith.” She rubbed Ellie’s sore shoulder. “Come on, now. Give them a good send-off.”


    Ellie lifted a middle finger.


    Angela laughed. “I love it when you read my mind.”


    Ellie sighed. I accept you.


    Strong magic swarmed the girl. An icy witch popped into place.


    Ellie used her first spell while people murmured and muttered. “Protection.”


    Ellie’s witch had no trouble sending magic over Tonya’s boat, coating all of the passengers in blue power that lingered on their skin.


    Ellie headed for the ramp. “I need to be alone now. I’ll be back for my next shift. You can connect me to the hive then.”


    Angela was thrilled that Ellie had chosen to accept who she really was. Her only complaint was that Charlie and Marc hadn’t made peace. Marc was willing, but Charlie wasn’t. Even now, his thoughts were rebellious, ugly. She didn’t try to force the issue. It wasn’t going to work until their son had a second manhood quest beneath his belt and some new scars to show for it. This was just another childhood separation that they all had to tolerate.


    Charlie was already feeling guilty, like Kenn had told him he would. He gave his mom a smile and a short wave. I’ll see you in a few months.


    Angela lit up. Yes, you will.


    During that good moment, Tonya’s ship sailed away from Safe Haven.


    Angela wanted to watch the ship fade over the horizon, but there was work waiting. She scanned the crowd instead, making eye contact. She drew attention from those she needed. When she began to speak, all of them listened.


    “It’s time for you to accept your destiny.” Angela felt Marc coming toward her. She hoped he didn’t get rude. It would ruin the moment. “I know you wanted to avoid reliving your old lives. You weren’t happy then, or you hated the things you had to do. You don’t want to serve the greater good again.”


    People all through the crowd frowned or turned to see who she was talking to.


    “Some of you have already put in years of service, and it still wasn’t enough to save your country. You don’t want to answer that call again.”


    Angela didn’t use magic. She used honesty and honor. “I need you to suck it up and help me anyway. I can’t keep doing this without you.”


    Marc reached her side. “What’s happening?”


    “It’s time for the other branches to take their place in my army.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Military members.”


    “But we’ve gathered all of those…” Marc stopped talking as dozens of men and women began coming through the crowd.


    They surrounded Angela with resigned expressions and stiff stances that said they expected to be mistreated for waiting so long.


    Angela delivered a calm order instead. “Start with doing rounds. Stay together. Cover every inch of this ship. Check on the kids first.”


    One of the men stepped forward. “What do you want us to do if we find a problem?”


    “Handle it by Safe Haven’s laws. There are enough magic users among you to handle it like I would if our laws aren’t enough.” She included them all. “I trust you. That’s why I left you alone as long as I could. Now that so many of my Eagles are gone, I need you.”


    “We’ll cover it.”


    “We’re here for you.”


    “Wait.” The man who’d come forward frowned. “I can only join up if you do one thing for me.”


    “What?”


    He leaned in. “Stop calling them R. I. B. s!”


    Angela laughed, while Marc and Kenn both nodded.


    Wade stared. “I don’t get it.”


    The Navy man grinned. “It bothers the hell outta me to have them called that. They are Rigid Hull Inflatable Boats. Forgetting the H in there is like bare sex with a lot lizard–just wrong.”


    Laughter went through the crowd.


    Angela extended her hand. “We’ll try to make that adjustment…”


    “Captain Joe Stewart, ma’am. Just call me Chuckwagon.”


    Angela didn’t ask where that nickname had come from as she shook with him. The feeling of another special member of their circle being added settled in, marking the moment in her mind. “Welcome to my army.”


    “My honor.” He motioned at the others. “Let’s get those rounds done and then meet in the mess for a meal and a chat.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised when the other military members followed Chuckwagon’s orders without argument. “But I can’t call him that. I hope he’ll be okay with Joe.”


    “You could call him flyboy.” Kenn kept his shield up. “I was working through his thoughts while you had him distracted. He’s a former Navy pilot. He attended the Naval Academy.  Before the war, he was working as an engineer, creating new military helicopters. I believe you were recently thinking about needing a pilot...”


    “Well, isn’t that an amazing coincidence?” Angela went toward the ramp to the ship. “We’ll call him Capie.”


    “Coincidence, huh?” Marc snorted.


    Kenn chuckled. “I haven’t been in a plane since before the war. Should be fun.”


    Marc’s good mood vanished. “I have. It wasn’t.”


    Kenn caught flashes of Marc’s run to handle the UN base with Adrian, Kevin, and Kendle. Marc’s pain was thick, sharp.


    Kenn blew out a rough noise. “Let that nasty slit go, man. The tight bitch you have now is worth 10 of her!”


    Marc turned the baby right as Sarah fired.


    Spit up flew out and slapped into Kenn’s shield.


    Expecting magic, Kenn automatically absorbed it. “What the… Oh, my God!” Kenn ran to the side of the ship and puked.


    Marc signaled. “Gordon, you’re up.”


    Gordon appeared near them and then vanished back behind his invisible shield.


    Angela was still laughing as she went down the ramp.
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    “Do you want me to take her to the den mothers after you feed her?” Marc nuzzled the baby’s soft cheek.


    Karleen tried to smile, sending out a tiny wave of love that lit up Marc’s heart.


    Angela went down the next set of stairs. “I’ll do that shortly. You’re staying here for a few hours.”


    Marc caught her pointed tone, but he wasn’t worried. She was headed to the medical bay, and they were short on trained guards. He assumed he would be protecting the medics while Angela got the new military squad up to speed. “Half a shift?”


    “Not exactly.” Angela led the group toward the rear wing that was almost empty. The only patients left were Zack’s family, Debra, Fern, and Fern’s roommate. Amy was also here, but she was in the process of being moved. She was going to live with the den mothers while Neil and Samantha were gone. Their twins were already there. Wade would gather his gear later and move in there as well, but his XO duties would prevent him from being with them as much as he wanted.


    “I’ll hold her.” Kyle took the diaper bag from Marc, slid it over his shoulder, then reached for the baby.


    Marc automatically helped Kyle cradle her in his good arm. “What am I doing here, dear?”


    “Self-care.” Angela opened the door to one of the rooms and retreated for him to enter.


    Marc did it warily. He spotted a hated chair, a tray of tools that made his jaw ache, and a short man with bushy red hair, a white jacket, and a name tag. Marc saw one word on it and froze. “Dentist.”


    Angela pushed on his arm. “Come on. Let’s get those beautiful teeth taken care of.”


    Marc slowly went to the chair, heart thumping.


    The dentist had dealt with a lot of reluctant patients during his career. “Bad childhood experience?”


    Marc sat stiffly in the chair. “The asshat tried to pull one of my teeth without a painkiller because I was a boy and boys are supposed to just take it. I was six.”


    Angela winced.


    The dentist scowled. “Insanity like that has made my job harder for decades.” He held out a hand. “I have never, would never, and will never do that to anyone. My word on it.”


    Marc shook with him, but the vow didn’t help.


    The dentist pointed at the tray. “I’ll tell you everything I’m doing and what every tool is for, before I do it. The pill there will calm your nerves. We already checked your medical records to make sure you’re not allergic. Go on and take it now.”


    “Will it put me to sleep?”


    “No, just calm you, but we can put you to sleep if you prefer.”


    Marc tried to be brave, but he didn’t feel like a badass Marine right now. He felt like a six-year-old kid. “It depends on what you need to do.”


    “Okay. My name is Keller. I’m going to start with a visual exam. I’ll use a light, a small mirror, and the tool that looks like a fairy hoe. I’ll scrape a little gunk from a couple of your teeth to determine what type of cleaning or repairs you might need.”


    “What about the chipped tooth?” Marc was sure the man had already spotted it.


    The dentist shrugged. “Honestly, I’d like to pull it and replace it with an implant, but I suspect you won’t agree, so I’ll suggest putting a composite material on it that will harden and replace the missing part.”


    “What’s the problem with that?” Marc could tell there was one by the man’s slight frown.


    “It’s limited. It will break down over time and have to be replaced, repeatedly. You’ll need to be careful what you eat. You won’t be able to put much pressure on it, or it will snap off again, and, in the end, the tooth will still rot because it’s still broken,” Keller explained patiently. “But the composite material will buy you some time to make other choices. Let’s just do the exam, and then we’ll talk about what your options are, okay?”


    “Cool.” Marc reached for the pill.


    Angela was proud of him. “Make sure this gets shown on the monitors. I want appointments fully booked for the next month.”


    “It’ll take me about 10 minutes. The camera isn’t on in here right now.” Wade stepped out to do that.


    “I’ll take good care of him.” The dentist went to the sink to wash.


    Angela went out into the hall, not adding anything to the already tense moment. Marc would hold onto his courage and tolerate it for his own good. The cameras would show it all, and the reactions would lead to a new bond with an unexpected ally.


    “Let’s get my little monster to the den mothers. We’ll check on Amy and the twins while we’re there.” Angela smiled at Kyle. “Kane, Roy, and Autumn need a hug. And when Kenn finishes puking, he’ll join us. KJ needs a diaper change!”


    Laughter followed them from the medical bay.


    Marc stayed in the uncomfortable chair and tried to think about things that were calming.


    Like embalming.


    He frowned. Try again.


    Naked men.


    Wait. That’s not right. But what a sight.


    Marc’s lips twitched as he continued to put together opposites and such to avoid thinking about the dentist’s touch.


    When the man began the examination, Marc was deep in his lamination. Considering what Adrian would look like in a dress, running through the mess.


    The dentist tried to be quick. He knew Marc was afraid of the stick. He did a little scrape and gave a cluck. “You have some cavities forming. This might suck.”


    Marc snickered, not feeling as troubled anymore. “Just so long as we don’t have to–”


    “I see the medication is working.” The dentist peered over his shoulder and found no Eagles, no guards, and no medics watching. He quietly shut the door. “I’m glad we have this time alone.”


    A chill went over Marc’s skin, but the pill was kicking in hard. He felt light as air and mellow. He couldn’t find the strength to bellow.


    The dentist wrapped strong hands around Marc’s neck. “I own you now. Your magic belongs to me. Say it, or I’ll cause you a lot of pain.”


    And then stinking blood began to fall like rain.


    Marc saw the drops spray the tray, fall on the wall, dash, and splash. I feel like I’m drunk. His eyes went to the scraper by the dead man’s hand. That’s a lot of gunk.


    It reminded Marc that his tooth hadn’t been fixed. He would have to go through this strange nightmare again.


    Marc tried to direct his demon. Pull or place. Make it stick or make it grow, whichever you can do.


    The demon struggled to understand, to obey, also fighting the effects of the drugs.


    The camera narrowed in on Marc’s mouth.


    Marc instinctively opened up, letting them see his chipped tooth heal itself.


    Residents watching on the monitors were stunned…and then hopeful.


    “Are you okay?”


    Marc forced his head to turn, muscles searing and throat burning. “Passing out.”


    “It’s okay. I’ll stay right here with you.” Selina kept the bloody scalpel in her hand as the dentist bled out on her shoes. She’d done exactly what the boss wanted, but she didn’t take pleasure in it. She’d been here long enough now to understand killing was wrong. It was a lesson she never would have learned in her old life.


    Marc tried to tell the bruised, scratched, thin woman she could have that forbidden meal if she wanted it, but his lips stopped working.


    Selina made a face. “I’m not eating anything that smells like a dunny!”


    Marc burst out laughing. Then there was nothingness.


     


     


    4


    “He’s breathing. He’s okay.” Terry and Anna were in front of the monitor, observing the scene like nearly everyone else who wasn’t on the top deck.


    “I guess the bastard lied about the pill not knocking Marc out.”


    “Maybe he believed Marc could handle it.” Terry didn’t think Marc had done a lot of drugs. “I got it from our stock. It was just a muscle relaxer.”


    “Maybe he tampered with it.” Anna waved angrily. “I can’t believe Angela used her husband as bait!”


    Terry snorted. “Really? After all the times she’s used herself and others?”


    Anna shrugged. On the monitor, Selina was standing watch over Marc, and blood was puddling around the body. “I know you’re right, but still.”


    Terry didn’t like the risk Angela had taken either, but for a different reason. “She arranged for Selina to be the hero, a normal.”


    He doubted Selina had been much help on Neil’s run. “If the door had been locked, she might not have been able to get through.”


    “Locking the door would have given him away. Keller knew he only had a minute until the camera was supposedly activated.” Anna thought that had been a great lie. Keller had clearly fallen for it, but the cameras were always on now.


    Anna resumed work on the never-ending stack of files that always seemed to need an update. “How will this get people to come in for appointments?”


    Terry yawned. “No idea.”


    “Excuse me.”


    They both looked over.


    Three timid descendants entered the medical bay.


    “Sorry to bother you.”


    “Is he okay?”


    “When he wakes up, will he teach us how to do that?”


    All three of them revealed rotting or broken teeth.


    Terry gestured. “That’s how.”


    The three women started to go toward the exam room where Marc was.


    Selina’s hard tone came through the door, “I’ll eat your hearts if you come in here!”


    The three descendants stopped even though the warning came from a normal.


    Anna went to get a signup sheet. “I’d schedule an appointment. Then make friends with his new guard. She won’t put up with any bullshit.”


    Terry’s respect for Selina rose a bit. She might not be useless. Good to know.


    Anna frowned, but she didn’t scold Terry. It’s coming, though. The boss isn’t going to take much more of his shit.
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    Marc woke with a mild headache and an odd feeling in his mouth. Dentist.


    His eyes opened. He saw the blood splatters. We should just paint the walls red and use red carpet.


    Selina lowered the book she was reading. “The boss said to sit still for a few minutes, and the fog will clear.”


    Marc slowly felt his tooth with his tongue. “It’s back.”


    Selina smiled. “Was beaut to watch, mate. That’s an advancement for medicine that even the normals want now that they know it’s possible.”


    Marc rotated his head and saw the body. Then he smelled it. “No cleanup yet?”


    Selina’s eyes narrowed. “I wasn’t letting anyone in here until you woke.”


    Marc struggled to clear the haze. “My new guard.”


    Selina marked her place in the story about a flaky woman and a dangerous dog. “Did you know we were using you as bait?”


    “No, but I sensed something was amiss as we came down.” Marc didn’t mind. He was a bit surprised that Angela wasn’t here, though. “Still with the kids?”


    “Yes. She gave me a message, but you have to be able to stand and move around first.”


    Marc immediately got started on regaining control of his body. “How long?”


    “You were out for almost an hour.” Selina frowned toward the door. “A crowd is gathering out there. They want you to show them how to heal their teeth. There are even a few normals who want you to use your gifts on them. They’ve brought stashes and promises of peace. They’ll give you whatever you want.”


    Marc groaned. “It’s me! I’m the new dentist!”


    Selina grinned. “Could be worse. You were a huge ass to her; she could have made you a proctologist.”


    Marc laughed, starting to feel a little better. Selina had a strangely comforting effect.


    Selina pulled her Eagle notebook from her jacket pocket.


    Marc pushed out of the chair, holding onto the counter until he felt like he could take steps on his own. Painkillers didn’t usually hit him so hard. “What was in the pill?”


    Selina made a note. “I’ll find out.”


    Marc studied the body, but his thoughts stayed on his new guard. Selina was older, normal. “You’ve earned that special stew.”


    “I don’t want it right now. Save it for when Ray comes home.”


    Marc mocked her lightly. “You said you didn’t want to be a breeder.”


    Selina scowled right back. “I don’t. I also don’t want a husband or an owner, like you’ve tried to be with the boss, like Kyle does with Jennifer, like Theo with Debra, like most of the men in this camp when they scent a bitch they want. I’m free now, and I want to stay that way. Ray understands. He’s the only man who does.”


    Marc was impressed by the courage it took to say all of that directly to a magic user. He nodded, glad when his vision stayed steady. “You’ll do.”


    Selina chuckled. “I feel the same way about you most of the time.” She scoffed. “And then you say something stupid to your wife, and I want to push you down the stairs.”


    Marc chuckled. “She feels the same way.”


    Selina snorted. “Yeah, we love you like that.”


    Marc went over and opened the small window to clear some of the smell. The dead man reeked. “I think I’m ready now.”


    Selina motioned. “You’re like Harry.”


    Marc realized those words were from Angela. He also understood why she wasn’t here now. If I’d had to see her while hearing that, it would have hurt me. “I healed myself.”


    Selina consulted her book. “It’s not the first time. You healed broken ribs before we set sail, something only Trinity was able to do, but even she couldn’t do it for herself.”


    Again, it was Angela’s words.


    Marc thought back to that run with Adrian, Kendle, and Kevin, but he didn’t feel Kendle’s loss this time. He remembered the accident where he’d hit a bear and wrecked the truck. He’d broken a couple of ribs. Later, he’d pulled energy from Adrian and healed himself. “You didn’t say anything.”


    “You didn’t need to concentrate on growing that power then.”


    Marc believed that was true, but he was still a bit resentful.


    Angela’s sharp voice came from Selina’s mouth. “You couldn’t reach your men. You couldn’t save them. You couldn’t save Kendle or anyone who died around you because they were destined to go. If you’d saved them then, they would have died another time. You know that.”


    Marc did. It had been proven over and over.


    Selina went on with the message. “We’re all capable of healing ourselves, though there are limits on healing others. Hunting power is forbidden, but helping ourselves is self-care and I want my army to have that skill. You’ll teach descendants how to fix their teeth, something that causes them misery and reduces their quality of life. From there, they’ll figure out how to heal minor cuts and such on their own and work their way up. Every student must be clear that there is a difference between helping and hunting power, between healing and experimenting. Use Biff and Harry as examples. Make it clear what will happen if they make the wrong choice.”


    “I will.” Marc wanted to help people now. His time in the medical bay had opened new doors.


    “You’ll split your time among protection, medical duties, and caring for the kids. When you’re not with them, Wade, Kyle, Jennifer, or I will be. They’ll never be left alone with unknown caregivers again, or we’ll lose them.”


    The warning settled deep into Marc’s heart. “I want to go through the camp like Neil did, but this time, I want permission to dig in and remove the threats.”


    “Granted.”


    Marc stared.


    “You needed compassion first. Jennifer will assist you. She can detect the lies. She also has patience and compassion now. You guys will clear this camp, but not today.”


    “We’ll do a good job.”


    “Yes, you will.” Selina lifted a brow, looking a lot like Angela. “Have you made a choice about your special project?”


    “Yes.” This newest attempt had made it clear that Angela was a master at predictions. “You were right. Let it play out on its own for now. Mike might be able to change, and Leeann isn’t ready to face what she did. Eric’s the loose cannon, but even he isn’t that far gone. They’ll be our triggers.”


    “You know it might go the other way. I’m not always right. Our saviors might not show up in time, and even if they do, they might have been corrupted by their journey to get here.”


    Marc had no such doubt anymore. “You said it will happen the way we need it to. I trust you.”


    Selina beamed at him. “Good on ya, mate.”


    Marc enjoyed the feeling. Selina was comforting. He assumed it came from her being a good soul. We need more like her.


    Selina studied the body again in regret, then stepped over it to reach the exit. “Come on. You need food, and people need to see that you’re okay.”


    Marc ran his tongue over his healed tooth again. “Magic really is amazing.”


    Selina opened the door, glaring to keep the small crowd from rushing him. “It’s also dangerous and awful. That’s why the Creator didn’t give it to all of us from the start. We have to learn to respect fire before we play with it.”


    “I couldn’t agree more.” Marc went to greet the people who were waiting for him. He felt no resentment this time. He wanted to do it. I’ve changed, and I’ll keep growing and getting better as time goes on. Eventually, I’ll be a good soul too.


    In his mind, Angela smiled. Yes, you will.


    Then her happiness faded. She withdrew from his thoughts. If only I could do that for myself.
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    “That’s the last one. He’s done for the day.” Selina frowned at the dozen people in the medical bay lounge who started to protest. “The bloke’s tired. Put your names on the sheet in the order you arrived. We’ll let you know when he’s ready to do this again.”


    “But I need help now.”


    Selina slid between the man who’d spoken and Marc, hand going to her belt. She didn’t touch a weapon. She didn’t need to.


    The disappointed patients obeyed her with only a few more grumbles. They’d been watching Marc work for hours, marveling over it while trying to copy it. None of them had been able to so far. Marc had spent the time healing their teeth and warning them not to hunt power.


    The lounge was covered in bits of dental debris that he was using while he worked. Regrowing teeth was bloody, painful work. Terry had been medicating people as needed while Marc magically and physically removed the broken bits and the infections. It was exhausting. Selina could tell from his shaking hands that Marc needed to be done for the day, at least. I should feel that way too, but I recovered faster than some of the others from Neil’s run.


    Viewers all over the ship were disappointed. They wanted the show to continue while they tried to find the courage to go to the medical bay and beg him for help.


    Marc leaned back as the crowd began signing the sheet on the desk. He was beat. But happy. Half a dozen people will get a good night’s sleep because of me.


    Selina pushed a bottle of water into his hand. She’d been hydrating him the entire time, aware that magic users needed it to recuperate. “Would you like me to push you to your next appointment? We have an extra wheelchair.”


    Marc huffed. “I must look helpless.”


    Selina shook her head at a new arrival. “We need to get you out of here or your guilt will make you keep going even though you know you need a break.”


    Marc looked up at her.


    Selina stared back, not sure what was wrong.


    “Did Angela tell you that?”


    Selina snorted. “You’re easily manipulated. I figured that out while you were in the lab.” And I listened to Neil and the others talk about you while we were on that run.


    Marc hadn’t understood how smart Selina was. He stood, refusing to give in to his shaky body and be pushed around in a wheelchair.


    More people arrived, hoping for a treatment.


    Dalton and Anna intercepted them, letting Marc and Selina leave. They also knew he needed a break.


    Terry was the only one who didn’t care. Medics worked awful hours. Marc needs to get used to it.


    Marc didn’t care about Terry’s jealousy, though it was something they would have to handle at some point. He was more interested in the woman who’d been assigned to guard him. “Why haven’t you volunteered to be a den mother? You have experience with kids from the lab.”


    Selina waved another hopeful dental patient away from them. “You just answered your own question.”


    Marc assumed she’d had enough of changing diapers and wiping snotty noses. “But you want one of your own.”


    Selina led him into the employee passage to avoid camp members. “I’m like you in that way. I can love mine, but I’d rather not deal with someone else’s if I don’t have to.”


    Marc tried not to feel bad about that, but failed this time. “What about Missy?”


    “Missy is my girl. I adore her, and she feels the same. I also don’t have to wipe poop off her rear or goo off her front.”


    Marc chuckled. He concentrated on following her without weaving, but it was hard. He’d used too much energy.


    Selina could feel it and hear it. She considered offering him some of hers, but didn’t.


    Marc yawned. “Because you’re afraid of magic, afraid of men, or just afraid of me?”


    Selina laughed sarcastically.


    Marc sighed. “Okay, so not because of fear.”


    He forced away the weariness to consider her actions and words. What she’d said today in the mess came to mind. It snapped into place for him. “You want magic, so giving energy to someone you know can share power would be too big of a temptation. You’d ask me for it, and you don’t want it that way. You want the boss to offer it.”


    Selina had stopped and turned. She stared hard at him.


    Marc lifted a brow this time.


    Selina shrugged. “I just didn’t believe you were that smart.”


    Marc laughed. “Touché.”


    Selina was immune to the sound of his amusement. She had no interest in Marc except that he might have advice for her when dealing with others in their camp.


    Marc smiled. “This could work.”


    Selina resumed leading them through the dim hallway. “If you want to talk about stuff with someone who will never hit on you, I’m willing. If I go quiet, it’s usually because I’m processing and making connections, not because you’ve offended me.”


    Marc assumed that came from having to explain herself repeatedly to those around her. “Were you like that in the lab?”


    “The lab didn’t like it when we used our brains. That’s why it happens here. Thinking is new.”


    Marc immediately wanted to help her with that. He shelved the offer for later, after they’d gotten to know each other better.


    “I don’t want your pity.”


    Marc felt the same. “You have good instincts. What were you doing with Shawn?”


    Selina didn’t answer. She didn’t feel like fighting with him over something that didn’t matter anymore anyway. She scanned the hall in both directions as they emerged into a main corridor.


    People spotted Marc and clapped, but they kept their distance when his new guard glared.


    Marc wasn’t sure why everyone felt like they should obey her, but he was grateful. He felt like he might fall over at any point.


    People went by them, tossing out quick comments.


    “I’m making an appointment for tomorrow.”


    “You did great work, Brady.”


    “Enjoyed the show, but does there have to be so much blood?”


    Marc wasn’t used to so much approval, but he couldn’t fully enjoy it because of his fatigue.


    Selina opened the door to the descendant deck, scanned, then held it for him. “Nap time.”


    Marc considered arguing, but a nap felt like the best thing in the world right now. He didn’t even care that she’d tricked him here by saying he had an appointment. He went into Angela’s cabin and strode straight to the bed.


    Selina came in behind him and shut the door.


    Marc stopped, shoulders tensing.


    Selina read the room and laughed again, harder this time.


    Marc relaxed. I could get used to her.


    He dropped onto the bed, rolled up in the top blanket, and was fading a few seconds later.


    Selina locked the door, did a quick check on the bathroom, closets, wardrobe, and beneath the bed, then settled in a chair with her book.


    It was the scariest story she’d ever read. She’d already hated dogs because of Reicher’s lab. Her time around the wolf here had helped a little, but Selina was desperately rooting for the woman to kill the rabid animal. She had to find her courage and face her fear. “It’s the only way we grow.”


    “Angie…”


    Selina smiled at Marc’s soft mutter. “She’s fine. Your kids are fine. Your patients are fine. Sleep now.”


    Marc’s body relaxed as he fell into a deep sleep.


    Selina returned to her book, very much enjoying her new duty.
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    “She really does have an instinctive feel for what people need.”


    Angela agreed with Kenn’s comment as they went by the descendant deck. “She’ll help him see things deeper when they do therapy sessions.”


    “She’ll be another therapist?”


    “It’s more of a friendship that they both need, but yes.” Angela scanned Kenn, wondering how he was feeling after what he’d absorbed through his shield.


    Kenn was pretending it hadn’t happened. The lesson would stick with him forever. “And you don’t have to worry about her sparking with him because she really does want to be single.”


    Angela shrugged. “She’s one of the few who might be immune to the charms of any man or woman. She’s not afraid of sex or relationships. She just values herself and her freedom more than love.”


    Kenn grunted. “Might be the better way to go.”


    “Very true.” Angela concentrated on the task at hand. They were hunting, but not for animals or food. They were digging up problems and disposing of them, while also putting on a good show. Angela was certain her leadership circle was keeping track of her on the monitors because of who she was with. Most of them didn’t trust Kenn to keep her alive.


    Kenn stayed close, still surprised to have this duty. He caught her observation; he didn’t like how it made him feel. I’ll work harder to earn their trust.


    Angela didn’t tell him that was impossible, because it wasn’t. In Safe Haven, second chances abounded. Only screwing that up could doom a soul who was in the process of changing.


    Angela motioned.


    Kenn went dim and got ready to kill for her.


    Angela entered the small locker room, following the feeling of someone hiding in the corner. “Reveal yourself.”


    She swallowed a chuckle at the sound of that.


    Jack’s shield lowered, but his hips kept flexing.


    The camp woman leaning against the wall in front of him gasped and groaned. She didn’t know they were being observed. Her climax was too close for her to care about such trivial matters.


    Jack’s hairy balls slapped against the girl’s thighs in perfect rhythm. “Graphic content warning!”


    “Okay then. Shield back up, Jack.” Angela left the room.


    Kenn chortled as he followed her. “Well, that was fun.”


    “Season change is definitely here.” Angela went toward the next spot that felt wrong on her mental grid. She was learning how to track problems by the emotions of the person doing it.


    “Old radio booth.”


    Angela nodded. This was good practice for Kenn too. She was glad he was picking it up quickly.


    Kenn didn’t tell her he’d been tracking threats since his first days as a Marine. He didn’t want to remind her of the past at all, but certainly not while they were alone together.


    The dusty radio booth on the fun deck held a single shadow who was lifting a record box onto the cluttered counter as they neared it. The light in the booth came on, revealing Dalton. He was still in his medical clothes, with messy hair and a tired stance, but he seemed happy. Kenn assumed access to music was responsible for the man’s slight glow.


    His reason for getting back into music is causing it. Men chasing a mate are often brighter than their counterparts. Angela doubted many people had noticed that. She wouldn’t have, if not for her breeding tree studies.


    Angela detoured to an adjacent hallway.


    Kenn followed.


    The ship speakers clicked on, making them both twitch even though they’d known it was coming.


    “It’s just too quiet for me, people-weoples. We’re gonna have some music again, unless the boss shuts me down. If you like it, make sure you tell her.” Dalton was excited and hopeful, something he hadn’t felt much of even before the war. “We’re gonna start with greatest hits from the decades. I’ll also do some special days where we’ll have hits from all women, all men, titles with the word water or summer, all songs from one band…and maybe even some original stuff I wrote myself. It’ll be a great couple of hours every day, people-weoples. To kick it off, this is what it sounds like When Doves Cry.”


    Cheers sounded throughout the ship as the song began to play.


    Kenn stayed close to Angela. “Did you know Tilly’s group had a musician?”


    “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t know everything.”


    “You’re lying to me.”


    Angela didn’t like the flash of the past that gave her. She controlled the urge to fight or take flight. “You know that how?”


    Kenn frowned. “You viewed this moment. You had to know Dalton was with her, that he was coming here.”


    Can you, my darling…


    Can you picture this?


    Angela kept tracking. “And?”


    Kenn stiffened. “And you lied to me. I’m just not sure why.”


    “And I don’t know why you asked if you already knew the answer.”


    Kenn sighed. “Just wanted to know if you trust me with inside information, I guess.”


    How can you just leave me standing…


    Alone in a world that’s so cold?


    “I do, actually.” Angela decided to be honest. “In the past, I hated to lie. It caused me pain when I got caught. As I got older, I understood lying was wrong, and I only did it to protect my son or myself.”


    Kenn’s guilt was heavy. “I’m sorry.”


    “You should be.”


    Maybe I’m just like my father, too bold.


    Maybe you’re just like my mother. She’s never satisfied.


    Angela glanced at him as they walked, easily able to tell where he was even though he had a shield up. “Things changed when I took over this camp. I figured out that a leader has to lie. There’s just no other way to get the masses to go along with what we need, with what has to happen.”


    “So you’re practicing on me, to get over the block you have from the past.” Kenn forced the words out. “The blocks I gave you, with my fists.”


    Why do we scream at each other?


    This is what it sounds like…


    When doves cry.


    “Yes.” Angela felt his next question coming. “If they knew I’d foreseen it all and still let their loved ones die, I would have been killed, and this camp wouldn’t exist. Most of these people would have died; the only hope for any future would be the UN. The ends don’t justify the means, but they do provide a future where one didn’t exist.”


    “I assume you’ve viewed the final end for everyone here.”


    “Yes.”


    Kenn didn’t push for details. He stayed next to her, watched for trouble, and deeply regretted his behavior.


    Don’t make me chase you.


    Even doves have pride.


    Angela felt it, but it wasn’t ever going to be enough to earn her forgiveness. She couldn’t give him that. It would be like saying it wasn’t a big deal and that it didn’t matter, when nothing could be farther from the truth. “The best I can do is to be proud of you for changing, and I am.”


    “Thank you.”


    Angela gestured. “Go through the side entrance. We’ll trap them. This one isn’t a false alarm.”


    Kenn did it quickly, not questioning her order.


    When he was out of sight, another voice echoed behind Angela. “He’s not supposed to leave you alone!”


    “Hush, child.”


    Troy did, but his anger was clear.


    Angela entered the cargo bay that was supposed to be empty. “He’s still learning to do this job, like you are.”


    She’d decided to take Troy out of the kitchen for a while and remind him of his training in the lab. It was useful, and it gave them time together for her to determine if he was still a threat, like he’d been when she rescued him.


    Troy snorted softly. I’m a Reicher. What else would I be?


    “Indeed.” Angela liked Reicher’s kids. They were hard, smart, and able to recover from trauma better than the rest of the victims he’d tortured. It’s in the bloodline, I guess.


    Troy had been Invisible when she rescued him. He’d popped while doing kitchen duty and had come straight to tell her. No one else knew the teenager had his gifts now, or who his father was, though that would change shortly. It had only taken Troy a few weeks of freedom to determine his origins. Now that he was working with her, his blue eyes and black hair would soon draw Marc’s attention to the fact that he had more family here.


    Troy didn’t care about that. He just didn’t want to be like his dad. He’d asked to be a chef in a desperate attempt to fight that fate. And I do enjoy cooking.


    He padded silently behind the new alpha who reminded him so strongly of his old life. I’ve missed being evil.


    “This isn’t evil.”


    That was another change in his life, but Troy wasn’t like his family in that way either. He didn’t mind following the lead of a female, so long as she was worthy of his loyalty. I just need to be needed.


    “Noted. Now, do I have to zap you, or can you concentrate on removing threats from my camp?!”


    Her sharp threat corralled his wayward thoughts and brought a faint smile to his face. She’s worthy.


    He dug in and went dim, feeling at home.


    This is what it sounds like…


    When doves cry.


    When doves cry.


    Don’t cry, don’t cry.


    Angela was glad when the song ended. She loved anything by Prince, but this was a bad time to get distracted by emotional lyrics and amazing guitar riffs.


    The cargo bay door was supposed to be shut now that Tonya was gone, but the salty breeze coming through said it wasn’t. Angela motioned Troy to cover this exit.


    Troy ignored her order, staying next to her with his shield up.


    Angela was satisfied that the boy understood his duty well enough. She took off running.


    Troy stayed on her heels as she burst into the main cargo area.


    Two camp men swung around, faces twitching into fear and then rebellion.


    Angela saw the small pile of supplies they’d gathered. They had kits on, and an inflatable raft had been dragged over to the open door. They were fleeing.


    Both men reacted badly. They charged toward her, swinging fists and magic.


    Troy’s shield deflected the hits.


    Kenn’s expanded shield absorbed those deflected blows even as he flinched at finding out he wasn’t her only protector.


    Understanding they were outmatched, the two magic users fled toward the open door, meaning to dive into the ocean.


    Angela fired a stun spell that dropped them to their knees and held them there. Loose ends weren’t allowed anymore. “One each. Make it fast. I want to finish rounds before we go to the mess.”


    Troy grabbed one of the men mentally and forced him to lie flat. Then he snatched the man’s lifeforce like he was grabbing a chip. It snapped free with a horrible scream and was consumed by a grunting, groaning child who’d been craving it.


    Angela could feel how much Troy had been longing for a moment like this. “It’s good that you waited for permission. I’m proud of you.”


    Troy began to weep. No one had ever said that to him in his entire life.


    This is what it sounds like…


    When doves cry.


    The two camp men had been scared. Kenn was sure she’d run in here to trigger a fight so they could be removed without her feeling guilty about it later.


    Angela grunted. “I feel guilty about it as it happens.”


    “But you still do it.”


    Angela didn’t answer because it was obvious. She waited for Kenn to consume the other stunned man.


    Kenn hesitated. He didn’t mind the thought. In fact, he wanted to, deeply. “But my progress means more to me.”


    Angela refused to give him praise so easily. But she did provide comfort. “It takes nothing from you, and may give you an evolution. You’ll need it if you want to be able to keep up as my guard.”


    Kenn immediately took the lifeforce, copying what he’d just seen Troy do.


    Angela assumed that made it easier to take the lifeforce, but she found it oddly macabre.


    Kenn groaned. So good!


    He fought the feeling and the pain to turn toward her. “Ready when you are.”


    Both males lifted their shields, ignoring each other.


    Angela led them out of the cargo bay, searching for the next dark spot on her grid.


    By the time Tonya returned, this camp would be clear of as many threats as she could hunt down, and her army would be stronger. The kill team she sent out would be more than worthy of that name.
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    Marc recognized the steps coming toward the gym. He didn’t react.


    Selina did, hand dropping to weapons she knew how to use. Marc had come here for a workout after his nap. She wanted him to be left alone.


    The little gym was empty. Selina had kept it that way, sending Eagles to a different location for their scheduled workouts.


    Jennifer entered. She only spared a fast glance at Marc’s guard. Selina was a normal and therefore weak.


    Selina considered Jennifer’s reputation, and chose not to make the enforcer leave. But I will if she annoys him.


    Marc kept hitting the heavy bag, but his swings were sluggish. The nap hadn’t been enough to counter the effects of the pill the dentist had given him.


    Jennifer shut the gym door and approached Marc. “Why did Amanda teach you those spells and not me? You’re not even an enforcer.”


    “I’m twice your age.”


    Jennifer crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not going to start that older man, young girl shit, are you?”


    Marc laughed at her wording.


    Even Selina’s lips twitched.


    Jennifer waved it off. “You know what I mean.”


    “I do, and no. It’s not about gender or age. I’ve been in more battles over a longer lifetime, so I see them differently.” Marc’s hands dropped to his sides as weariness fought for control. “And then there’s the fact that she was trying to trick me into a divorce so she could…woo me.”


    Now Jennifer laughed at the wording, but her heart wasn’t in it.


    Her puffy face discouraged Marc from suggesting a physical sparring session to release her stress. Plus, she might kick my ass right now. He felt drained.


    Jennifer could tell how tired he was. She didn’t propose a sparring session either. When she won a match against Marc, she wanted it to be from skill and not because he’d used all of his energy to help people.


    She was shocked at how well that had gone, but also worried. She didn’t think Marc would start hunting power now because of what he’d been able to do, but others might.


    Selina locked the gym door, then slid to the side so anyone going by wouldn’t be able to see her through the window. She was now on duty over two of the most important people in this camp. She might need the advantage if there was an attack.


    In that moment, Marc resented the new guard a little, but only because Angela hadn’t asked him if he wanted one. She knew I’d request a male, so she didn’t give me the option.


    Jennifer understood more of how Marc felt than she usually did. “It sucks to always have someone planning my life for me.”


    Marc was a bit taken aback by that. “I thought you were all in with Angela’s plots and schemes.”


    Jennifer scowled. “I mean Kyle and Morgan! If they loved me, they wouldn’t keep things from me. They would ask me what I want, respect my choices.”


    “Are they right?”


    Jennifer’s weariness took over. She slumped against the cage. “Yes, but it’s still my life. They should let me live it how I see fit.”


    Marc couldn’t stand Morgan, but he liked Jennifer, and he respected Kyle. “I’ll try hard to keep him alive.”


    “Thank you.” Jennifer shuddered. “But it won’t matter. Just like Morgan’s promise to do the same won’t matter. Kyle will die, and I won’t even be there to hold him while he takes his last breath!”


    Marc stared. “You understand he forced you into the relationship, right?”


    “Stockholm. I get it. Doesn’t change how I feel.”


    “Yeah.” Marc fought a yawn and secured a rare win. “She wants me to be a den mother, a medic, a dentist…and a camp therapist.”


    Jennifer snorted bitterly. “That’s some joke.”


    “I think I’m supposed to start with you.”


    Jennifer froze. Anger rose in her throat, scalding her.


    “And that’s exactly how I feel about it.” Marc resumed hitting the heavy bag without conviction.


    Jennifer studied him, not sure what to say.​


    “I can see where deaths have happened.”


    Jennifer had known that for a while.


    Marc yawned widely. “I’ve never used it. Only a few people who can be trusted even know I can do it.”


    “But it isn’t a big deal to you, so you’re curious why she’s keeping it a secret.”


    Marc put a hand on the bag to stop it from swinging. “Am I another secret weapon she’ll pull out right as we’re about to lose?”


    Jennifer winced at a cramp low in her gut. Growing a baby wasn’t fun. Neither was recovering from it. “She’s trying to stop you from becoming the huge target that she is. It’s to protect you.”


    “That’s what I didn’t want it to be.”


    Jennifer assumed it stung his ego to be protected by a woman.


    Marc glanced over. “Are you going to accept their wishes?”


    Jennifer wanted to say no. But I’m so tired of fighting. “Maybe.”


    “Why?”


    “My kids.” Jennifer’s heart clenched. “They love both men…like me. As long as they have at least one of them in their lives, they’ll be content.”


    Marc realized the same might be true of her. “How did the talk go with Autumn?”


    “Rough. She cried a lot. We finally got her to ease up by telling her she’d get to be with her brother again in Heaven.” Jennifer’s eyes blazed. “Such a bullshit story! Now that we know it’s empty, I’m just lying to her again. I hate this!”


    Marc sympathized. “That’s part of why Angela won’t ever stop hunting for the Creator, for the truth of our origins. She hates not knowing too. She goes through it with the orphans, and with Cody and Cate about their mom.”


    Jennifer tugged her jacket to a better spot over her swollen breasts. It was almost time to feed Kane again. “They don’t feel comfortable coming to you about it?”


    “No.” Marc wondered if that was part of why Angela thought he should be a therapist, but it didn’t matter. Like Jennifer, he was probably going to surrender to this fate without much of a fight.


    Jennifer went into the cage, running a hand along the forever-stained bars. “Should I keep fighting it?”


    Marc was suddenly sure she would follow whatever advice he gave her. Part of him wanted to start shit in exchange for Morgan being so hard on him, but he understood that man’s choices too. “No. They love you, and they’re good to the kids. Until you had to pick, you were happy. Enjoy their presence in trade-off moments and don’t make them jealous of each other and you’ll probably be satisfied. Kyle and Morgan are so much alike that they could be brothers.”


    Jennifer relaxed, letting go of the tension. “Thank you.”


    Marc liked how it felt to help her through a mental issue. Damn it, Angela!


    Jennifer didn’t want to owe him. “What can I help you with?”


    Marc ran his tongue over his tooth again. “Why did you approve Ellie so quickly?”


    Jennifer felt Kyle approaching, but she didn’t go to the door. Things were too awkward right now. She had no idea what to say to him. “She and Charlie are soulmates. He would never be matched with someone who wasn’t good.”


    It made sense now that it had been pointed out. “Why didn’t I see that?”


    “Because you’re jaded and broken, Marc. We’re gluing you back together, though. It’ll get better every day from here on out.”


    “As long as the Mitchels don’t return. As long as I don’t really have to share her.”


    Jennifer didn’t think he minded that as much now, considering what had happened in the lounge, but she didn’t call him on it. It was easier for Marc to pretend that Adrian was an enemy than to admit they had a strange, powerful friendship. “You have to let her live her life the way she wants. She doesn’t belong to you. She never did.”


    “Like you, with Kyle and Morgan?”


    “Yes.” Jennifer felt better now that she’d admitted it aloud. Deep down, she’d known for a while that Kyle wasn’t her hero, but Morgan could have been if things had gone differently. It didn’t matter. The love she had for Kyle would last forever. And I know we’re capable of loving more than one person. It’s all around me in this camp. I don’t have to fight that or feel guilty for it. I didn’t do anything wrong.


    “No, you didn’t.” Marc stopped hitting the bag. “So this is what a good session will feel like.”


    Jennifer did feel better. She hadn’t thought Marc was capable of having that effect on a woman. “Do you like it?”


    “It’s okay.” Marc smiled at her. “You’re okay.”


    “Finally, he gets it!”


    They both laughed.


     


    Outside the gym, Kyle walked away.


    Cody followed him. “It’s the right thing to do.”


    Kyle knew. “She’ll be happy with Morgan.”


    “Yes, and in the end, you’ll be with her again when we all go to the Golden City. The alpha promised.”


    Kyle swung the boy up onto his back with his good hand. “Come on. Let’s do some teacher stuff.”


    Cody’s time with Wade was over. Kyle was his mentor now. “Wade gave me honor. What will you teach me?”


    “I’ll give you the ability to wait for the right moment, no matter how long it takes or how much you want to react right then. With enough patience, you can claim prizes that weren’t meant for you, and honors that were.”


     


     


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Six


    A Friend Thing
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    “I’m tired of waiting! I want my life back now!”


    Lisa pushed Dace’s chair out of the elevator and toward the medical bay. “They’re not going to do brain surgery on you. No one here knows how to do that.”


    Dace turned in the chair, glowering. “Shut up! You don’t have the authority to tell me no!”


    Lisa got set to listen to another tirade about her, this camp, her, his disability, her, the boss, and her. Dace had been verbally abusive for months now, but it had gotten a lot worse with the revelation that she’d tried to curse Erin.


    Dace hadn’t gone to the top deck to see Tonya and her team off. He’d woken this morning with the idea to convince one of the medics to do surgery on him. The only time he’d stopped talking about it, whining about it, had been to scold her for not handwashing the shirt he liked, for not brushing his hair correctly, for taking too long in the shower when he needed his shoes tied. All he cared about was berating her and chasing the ghost of his old life, where he was still Dace Bond.


    “I don’t know why you’re even with me. You can’t be trusted. And this camp sucks!”


    People heard them coming and shifted to the side with eye-rolls and frowns. Everyone was tired of listening to Dace complain. They’d felt sympathy for him at first, but that had worn thin.


    “You like caring for the poor invalid, don’t you? It feeds your ego. Bet the boss told you to do it, just like she’s making me do shit work in the medical bay!”


    They were both supposed to help out here again. Lisa wished she had a different job. She’d felt a little better after talking with Angela this afternoon, but that was gone now. We might need some time apart.


    Walking behind them, Jack caught that and brooded behind his shield. Dace was about to lose the best thing that had ever happened to him, but he was too obsessed with himself to see it coming.


    “You just want me to die so you can run off and find that one-eyed bastard who knocked you up and left!”


    Lisa flushed as people stared. “That’s enough.”


    “No, it’s not. You need to hear this until you stop thinking about him. I can hear it! I know you don’t want me anymore. Whore!”


    Lisa started crying. Her stomach cramped.


    Dace smirked.


    Jack lowered his shield and jerked the wheelchair to a halt, slamming Dace to the side. He almost fell out. “Listen, bro! I’ve had enough.”


    Lisa wiped her face. “He has displaced anger, Jack. We have to give him time to adjust to being–”


    “An asshole?” Jack glared at his brother. “I’m done giving him time.”


    “Get off my ride!” Dace acted unafraid, but he could tell Jack was furious. And in my condition, I can’t fight like we used to do!


    Jack leaned closer. “Don’t say another rude word to her. I don’t care that you’re broken and pissed. Stop taking it out on her!”


    “She’s a whore!”


    The heavy chair spun awkwardly as Jack shoved it, tilting as it smacked into the wall. A photo on that wall fell, barely missing Dace’s arm.


    Residents around them stared and pointed, while others observed the monitors in excitement that the next show had started.


    Jack tipped the chair over, spilling Dace out onto the floor.


    “Hey!”


    “You’re trying to get her to lose the baby. You don’t care about that innocent life or the fact that it will crush her!” Jack marched toward Dace, who was now trying to push his limp body across the dusty carpet with his arms. “If that happens, I’ll make you pay for it!”


    “Don’t hurt him.” But Lisa didn’t go over to help Dace. As mad as he was, he might shove her, and she couldn’t take the chance that Jack was right. Her hands went to her growing stomach in concern when Dace glared at her.


    Jack shoved the wheelchair down the hallway, making people hurry out of the way. “Push yourself or crawl. She’s done, and so am I.” Jack took Lisa’s arm, gently, and led her away.


    Lisa didn’t resist. She was humiliated.


    Jack took her into the first empty room he came to, flipped on the light, and shut the door. He didn’t stare down the front of her green silk shirt. He didn’t notice her growing breasts or her apple-scented hair. He just wanted to help her. “Why do you let him treat you that way?!”


    Lisa wasn’t scared of Jack’s raised voice. She knew who his anger was really directed at. “He’s suffered a lot, and he’s not usually…” Her face squeezed together as she tried to keep parroting the same lines that she’d been giving to dozens of others who’d demanded that answer.


    Jack refused to allow it. “The truth!”


    The need to keep pretending everything was fine went out of her in a big gasp. “He’s right. I’m a whore. I deserve this!”


    “Son of a bitch.” Jack pulled her into his arms and held her against his chest. Her pain was awful. “You haven’t done anything wrong, except try to curse Erin, but you know you shouldn’t have done that one.”


    Lisa nodded against him, strangely comforted by the hug. “It’s just so hard to behave when I…”


    Jack rubbed her arms. “When you what, baby?”


    “When I’m so lonely!” Lisa’s breath caught. “He won’t touch me or kiss me or even smile at me! I’m just alone with his anger all the time!”


    Jack held her tighter, swearing again.


    Lisa let herself lean against him. It was the first nonconfrontational contact she’d had since she’d gotten pregnant, and they were alone in here, without a camera showing them to the camp.


    This had been a linen storage area at one time. The dozens of sturdy metal shelves had been full of sheets, towels, scrubs, and blankets for patients when they’d set sail. Now, every shelf was bare. They never caught up enough with laundry to put anything back in here. She and Jack were both wearing clean clothes from one of the stores. Those shelves were now emptying out faster as everyone did the same. The laundry problem would have to be solved soon.


    Jack held her and tried to find the courage to tell her that she didn’t have to be alone anymore.


    “I feel you hiding something from me.” It wasn’t the first time. The baby’s gift was allowing Lisa to pick up things that a normal shouldn’t have been able to.


    Jack tensed around her.


    Lisa sighed miserably. “It’s probably better that I don’t know. Never mind.”


    Jack understood she needed trust, desperately. He slowly faced his destiny. “The boss told me something about you, but I’m scared of what it means, of what it will do to my brother.” But Jack cared less about that now than he had before.


    Lisa waited, becoming aware of the strong, manly body against hers. Jack was in great shape. He smelled like soap and light musk.


    “If you really want to know, I can tell you, but you’ll have to keep it from Dace. He definitely won’t understand.”


    “I won’t tell him.” Lisa started to relax. Jack had a calming presence. She needed that so much right now.


    “The boss said you and Dace will be together even after the other couples in this camp have split, that you guys love each other deeply.”


    Lisa’s heart squeezed. “I thought that too for a while. Now…”


    “She also said Dace will never recover his sexual function, and you’ll need someone to be a friend in that way, someone who would never try to steal you from Dace, who would never hurt you or him.” Jack was aware of her stiffening, of her backing out of his embrace. He dropped his hands to his sides. “She said it should be me. I blew her off because it feels so wrong!”


    Lisa stared, listening and growing nervous, but also becoming even more aware of him. Jack was better than handsome. He was brave, he was trusted, he was loyal, and he loved his brother.


    “The boss is never wrong, but…” Jack kept staring at the floor. “I shouldn’t have told you about it.”


    “Why did you?”


    Jack found his courage. His eyes locked onto hers. “Because I want to be your friend, Lisa. I want to handle that for you and be forgotten about the rest of the time so it doesn’t destroy my brother. Anyone else you pick won’t care about him the way we do!”


    He drew in air, watching her lips part, lips that he longed to kiss. “And I want you. It might even be love, but I don’t need you to love me back. Hell, you don’t even have to like me! I just need to be the friend you pick.”


    Thick silence hung between them.


    Lisa wasn’t completely surprised by it, but she was shocked by how willing she was. It made Dace’s accusation more potent. “I can’t keep feeling this way. It hurts me to consider myself a tramp.”


    Jack swore again. “You are not that! You never have been. You’re a sweet, loyal, strong, sexy woman who deserves all the happiness we can give her.” He came closer when she didn’t retreat. “You need to be loved.” He slowly lowered his head.


    Lisa allowed it, curious and aroused.


    Jack groaned as their lips met. Lisa!


    She heard him clearly, twitching.


    Jack locked down on his emotions and retreated. “Damn. I’m sorry.” He spun toward the door. “I’m so sorry!”


    “Wait.” Lisa grabbed his arm and quickly let go. “Be still for a minute.”


    Jack did, but it was hard. The guilt was all over him, calling him names that even Dace wouldn’t utter.


    Lisa touched her lips. They were tingling. She wasn’t sure if that meant anything. She was lonely enough that maybe anyone’s touch would do that to her right now. “I need to think.”


    Jack was glad she didn’t seem angry with him. “I’ll wait outside for you.”


    That makes me feel wanted.


    “You are wanted, Lisa.” Jack forced out the rest even though he didn’t want to. “Men watch as you go by. Some women too. You have an inner light that draws us. We all want to be your friend.”


    Lisa’s heart spoke up. “The boss was right. I only fixate on Greg because it’s a reminder of a happier relationship. I really do love Dace.”


    Jack nodded stiffly. “I know. No one would put up with his shit if they didn’t.”


    “Like you do.”


    Jack smiled sadly. “He’s my brother.”


    Lisa deliberated the words and how they’d come from the boss. It wasn’t a hard choice. “If I get to that point, I’ll call you.”


    Jack turned toward her.


    Lisa took a step back. “I said if. I can take more before I break, and I will, because he needs me to be loyal if I can and because I won’t want his words to be true, but I could never break up with him, even if I didn’t care about his mental health so much. I want to be with him. I’ll never be free, and a…friend has to accept that.”


    Jack couldn’t believe things had gotten this far. “No pressure, no rants, no jealousy, no snide remarks. Just hugs and holding and when you’re ready for it, kisses and…” Jack flushed.


    Lisa chuckled softly. “And yeah.”


    “Thank you for understanding, and for loving him too.”


    Lisa remembered Angela’s words from only a few hours ago.


    “There are only a few laws in this new world. As long as you’re not breaking them, you can do what makes you happy and let everyone else fend for themselves for a while.”


    She decided the boss was right. For a little while, she was going to make herself happy. “I’d like one of those hugs now, if that’s okay.”


    Jack opened his arms, heart pounding.


    Lisa entered them, eager to feel calm again.


    Now Jack noticed her breasts, her hair, her smell, but it didn’t produce the mindless lust that he’d felt with the camp woman who’d flirted with him while he was on a break. He respected Lisa. None of their interactions would be mindless. They would be passionate encounters that he lived and died for.


    They stayed that way for a long time, with neither of them thinking, just feeling.
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    “I have to go to the medical bay.”


    Both women protested.


    “It’s dinner time, Marc.”


    “You need to go eat.”


    They’d spent a calm hour talking and taking turns hitting the punching bag without any real fire behind the blows. Marc had given her some tips for making punches land better, and Jennifer had delivered some insights about making bonds with his twins. It had been peaceful.


    Marc went toward the door. “I made a promise, and there’s about to be more drama that Terry isn’t ready for.”


    Selina stepped in front of him. “Let your guard clear the path.”


    Marc decided to obey this time, mostly because if he angered her, he might get stuck with some simpering twit who wouldn’t stop eyeing his bod.


    Jennifer snickered.


    Marc motioned. “Come along. We might need your regen gift.”


    Jennifer sighed. “The breaks never last long, do they?”


    “No.” Selina went into the hall, scanned, then led them forward.


    The hallway was empty. Almost everyone was having evening mess or glued to the monitors in their cabins, eager for whatever entertainment might be shown. Marc hadn’t activated the monitor in the gym. He didn’t want to know if he was being flashed on the screens right now. He hoped not. People didn’t need to know where he was. “Faster. I want to get there in exactly 30 seconds.”


    Selina skipped the stairs and went to the elevator.


    Marc didn’t argue.


    Neither did Jennifer. They were both tired.
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    “I’m tired of saying it, Dace. No, we’re not going to do surgery on you. That’s my final word, so stop asking!” Terry glared at the man. “And while you’re at it, stop bitching and moaning and being mean to Lisa. We’re all sick of your nasty attitude!”


    Dace hadn’t expected a yes, but Terry’s scold wasn’t welcome either. “You don’t understand!”


    “And I don’t care. Shut up for a while!” It had been a long day for Terry, and Tonya was no longer here to make sure he treated patients with kindness.


    Anna frowned. “Dace isn’t a patient. He’s a pest.”


    Dace glowered at them both, but there was nothing he could do.


    “Can I make a suggestion?” Brittani smiled at them as Daryl pushed her wheelchair into the medical bay. She was getting her weekly checkup now that the medics weren’t as busy.


    Brittani was covered in a blanket, with a long pillow over her huge gut to help cushion her from the bumps as Daryl pushed her chair over the thresholds, in and out of the elevators, and through halls with lumpy carpeting that needed to be replaced. She was healthier now. Regular healing sessions from Jennifer had kept her from going into labor. The medics were happy with the images of the babies, and she seemed content.


    But Daryl knew she was extremely bored. Thus, the drama the boss let her in on so she would have a connection to the camp, though it isn’t a good one.


    Dace caught Daryl’s warning glance. He put a leash on his mouth. “What?”


    Brittani pointed at him. “You’re spending all your time on your emotions. Lisa needs you to care for her, or she’s going to leave you for someone who will.”


    Dace’s face clouded over, but a sly gleam came to his eyes. “Greg’s gone, and she might not have the baby. We’ll be fine when she’s just mine again.”


    Most of the witnesses threw anger at him.


    “That’s not right.”


    “The boss will banish you, Dace.”


    “You have to stop hurting her!”


    Except Brittani. She twisted a finger toward the hallway. “I just went by a room that held two people in an embrace. It’s a friend thing right now, but that will grow.”


    Dace realized she meant Lisa. “Who is that whore with?!”


    Daryl shook his head. Don’t do it, Brit.


    Brittani knew Dace needed something else to dwell on. After months in a wheelchair or her bed, she understood. “Your brother.”


    Lisa came into the medical bay at that moment. She felt the mood shift to ugly and sensed it was directed at her. “What’s going on?”


    Jack entered behind her, smiling.


    Dace picked up a sharp object from the dental tray that hadn’t been put away yet.


    “No, you don’t!” Marc ran in, leaping neatly over the front of Brittani’s wheelchair. He snatched the weapon from Dace’s hand before the man could decide if he wanted to use it on himself or throw it at Lisa.


    “No!” Dace tried to grab it back from Marc and missed. He overbalanced and fell out of his chair.


    “Dace!” Lisa started to go to him.


    Jennifer was there to put a hand on her arm and stop her. “Wait.”


    Jack hurried forward, grabbing Dace’s arm.


    Dace punched him with the other one.


    Jack reeled back and caught himself on the desk.


    Marc secured the other dentalments of destruction as he got out of the way.


    “You traitor!” Dace’s rage took over his mind and his body. He pulled himself up with furious hands on the desk…and then stood on his own for the first time since being injured on the submarine.


    “Dace!” Lisa clapped. “You’re standing!”


    Dace took one shaking step forward and fell.


    Jack caught him, grinning. “Great job, bro!”


    Dace headbutted his brother as hard as he could.


    Both men fell to the floor, knocked out.


    As usual, Terry was stunned by how fast things had gone wrong. “What the hell just happened?!”


    Brittani shrugged. “Brotherly love takes many forms.”


    Daryl pulled her wheelchair back out into the hallway.


    “But I need to get a checkup.”


    “No, you need to be kept away from people until you learn when to keep your mouth shut.” Jennifer glared. “A medic will come to you from now on. Go away.”


    Brittani slumped in the chair.


    Daryl didn’t rub it in. After she had the babies, she would need to make amends for some of the choices she was making now, but none of them were a violation of the rules. Her future here was still secure.


    “You really believe it was wrong?”


    Daryl did. “Minding your own business is important in any society, but especially in this one, Brit. If Dace had killed himself, or Lisa, you would be partially responsible because of the way you blurted it out. These things have to be handled carefully.”


    Brittani sighed, frowning. “I’ll send an apology note.”


    “Good. But to which one?”


    Brittani didn’t answer because she wasn’t sure. She thought about it while Daryl pushed her back toward the elevator.


    A small group of women passed them in the hall, casting with open leers at Daryl’s thick arms and wide chest.


    Brittani marked their names in her mental book. Later, bitches. Later, you will feel my wrath, and it will suck to be you.


    Daryl chuckled, aroused and grateful that the boss cared enough to keep his wife occupied during this time of belated turmoil.


     


    In the medical bay, Terry, Dalton, and Marc carried Dace and Jack to one of the rear rooms that had two beds. The CMO did quick checks on the men and hoped there wouldn’t be any permanent damage. All of them were worried about Dace not waking up again.


    Selina stayed by the main entrance, examining the monitors to see who else was around. As far as she knew, there were no guards on duty here.


    “There aren’t.” Anna didn’t like that either. “We’re short on manpower. It will take the boss a few days to get the new military squad doing full shifts.”


    Selina pushed away the weariness. “Let her know I’m available for doubles until they’re up to speed.”


    Anna smiled. “Thank you for being so helpful.”


    “I’d say it’s my honor, but it’s how I was trained.”


    “The boss is doing a good job with you.”


    Selina frowned at Anna. “My training came from the lab. Angela is making sure I don’t use it for evil.”


    Anna didn’t know what to say.


    Lisa began cleaning up the mess in the lounge. It wasn’t hard to guess what had happened. Someone told Dace about me and Jack, and it doesn’t even matter that I didn’t do anything wrong. I’ll still be blamed for it. I wasn’t expecting it at all.


    “You’re the only one.” But Anna was convinced of Lisa’s innocence. “I’ll make sure people know you didn’t encourage him.”


    “Yeah…” Lisa wasn’t sure that part was true since she’d let Jack kiss her, but she needed friends right now more than complete honesty. “You wanna get a cup of bad coffee when your shift ends?”


    Lisa was sure Dace would be fine, and so would Jack. I have to think about me first for a while, or I won’t survive here much longer.


    “Sounds good. I hear they have food there too.” Anna had noticed that Lisa wasn’t eating the way she needed to for someone who was pregnant.


    Lisa didn’t say food made her stomach hurt. She was sure the heartburn was because of Dace. And that has to end now. “I’ll eat while we’re there, as long as you try it first.”


    Anna groaned. “I was afraid of that. Dalton can come with us and make sure it’s edible.”


    Dalton had returned to do another shift here after playing music for a couple of hours. It was hard to stay away from Anna. “Just call me a sexy, salty guinea pig, and I’m there.”


    Almost everyone laughed, including Zack and his boys. They’d stayed in their room, listening while Marc healed people’s teeth, while Terry took over the medical bay, while Brittani blew Jack out of the water. Storing details and being forgotten about was becoming common for their family, and Zack was glad of it. If people remembered he was here and that he was an Eagle, they would expect things from him. He didn’t think he could handle that yet. I need more time.


    Zack saw Daniella stride by with an armful of linen from the laundry area that she’d been laboring on for the last two hours. And maybe a friend.


    Daniella walked backward and peered into his room. She gave him a leer.


    Zack felt his body respond this time. “Soon.”


    Daniella beamed and went about her chores.


    Mike and Eric observed from their cots without commenting. One of them was happy that their dad was getting over Allison.


    The other didn’t care at all. Friends held no allure for Eric. Power was a different story.
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    Knock-knock. “Coming in.” Ed opened the door.


    Suzanne minimized the open windows on the computer. “What can I do for you?”


    Ed understood from her tone that he was interrupting. He stayed by the door. “Dinner time. Boss said to give you an escort.”


    Before she could refuse, Ed turned his back to her and got set to wait.


    Suzanne realized he was her guard. A warm feeling spread through her stomach.


    She quickly saved files and closed windows. Then she locked the screen. Only someone with the password would be able to get into it.


    “I could pull it from your mind. You need to find a better way, like a lockbox or a knit bag with a long key.”


    “Noted.” Suzanne didn’t tell him the password wasn’t in her mind. She’d made a quick RNG that spit out a string of numbers she’d written down and put in a locked drawer. It wasn’t a truly random generated number because computers didn’t have the ability to do that, but it was still good enough that she hadn’t been able to memorize it as soon as she saw it.


    “That would have taken you a full minute of concentration, right?”


    Suzanne didn’t like it that he was reading her thoughts, but she did enjoy being appreciated for her intelligence. “Maybe half that if I had some coffee first.”


    Ed laughed. He waited for her to shut and lock the door, scanning the empty halls. Almost everyone was in the mess for one of Trevor’s meals. Thelma was there too, but she wasn’t cooking, much to everyone’s relief. “Are you still working on that weakness?”


    Suzanne pocketed the key to the office while enjoying the light scent of his cologne. It was sexy. “What weakness?”


    “The RNG issue.”


    Suzanne wondered how much Ed knew about computers. If he had even a basic knowledge, it would be something they had in common. “Here and there, when I have time.”


    Ed led the way down the hall. “Why can’t we do it?”


    Staring at his wide shoulders, Suzanne blushed. “Excuse me?”


    “Why can’t computers generate random numbers?”


    “Oh. Because everything they do is programmed and exact. Nothing about a computer is random because there’s no way to program it to pick randomly. They only follow exact orders.”


    “We used to be able to spin wheels…” He stopped when she immediately shook her head. “Fixed?”


    “Programmed. The coder told the computer to stop the spinner on a certain spot or after a certain time count. They made that time length different or that spot different for each spin, so it appeared random. In fact, nothing really was. That’s a huge issue people have been trying to solve….” She caught herself. “It was a huge issue that people were trying to solve, but it’s not possible.”


    Ed felt her sadness. “Then why are you still trying, here and there, when you have time?”


    Suzanne flushed. “No idea.”


    Ed’s disapproval over her blowoff was clear.


    Suzanne sighed. “Because I root for the underdog, the impossible, the elusive dream. It won’t matter now to anyone but me if I solve it, but I’d still know.”


    “And me.” Ed started to tell her he’d known all along what she meant and just asked to let her ramble about a subject that she clearly enjoyed.


    Suzanne frowned slightly. “Don’t ruin the moment.”


    Ed shut his mouth.


    In the silence, Suzanne noticed his cloak now had pockets. She admired his sewing skills. She didn’t have any.


    Ed fought the urge to wipe dust out of her hair. The boss’s office wasn’t clean. “You look good.”


    She blushed again. “Same to you.”


    Suzanne was in an odd mood. She attributed it to being alone so much while working on the boss’s special project, and seeing so much porn on the monitors. Angela’s rule about no sex in public places had been broken repeatedly, including by the boss herself. “Are you busy later?”


    Ed scanned the hallway and ignored the heat curling into his guts at her slightly breathless tone. “Depends on what you have in mind.”


    “A stroll on the top deck, gazing at the moon, and…”


    She blushed so hard that Ed thought her entire body was probably red. “A hookup is okay, but you don’t want a relationship with me because we’re so different.”


    “I absolutely do not, for that reason.” She drew in air, forced it out. “That doesn’t mean we can’t have a superficial, mutually beneficial physical connection that means nothing to either of us.”


    Ed laughed. Then he sobered. “It will mean something to me. I can do one-night stands, but I never forget them.”


    “Well, that’s fine.” In fact, she liked it that he would think about her later. “And I’m not saying it will go that far. I’m just a bit lonely, and I’d never use the relief deck.”


    Ed found himself enjoying her candor. “My shift ends when you sit down at the boss’s table. Call me when you’re ready for the walk, and we’ll go from there.”


    “Call you how?”


    “Mentally. I’ll hear you.” Ed explained at her frown. “I don’t have to get in your head for it, and I won’t.”


    The frown remained on her face. “You did a few minutes ago, about the computer stuff.”


    “And?”


    “And I don’t like it.”


    “Tough shit.” Ed stopped at the entrance to the mess. “You’re going to have to accept that you live in a camp full of magic users. And we’re always under attack, as I’m sure you observed on your split screen that was reflected in the window glass behind your chair. If we don’t keep track of what’s going on in the minds of everyone around us, we’ll end up dead. Being alive is a state of sincere, reciprocal positive status that means a lot to all of us.” He opened the door for her before she could recover from the proof of his ability to keep up with her.


    Suzanne entered the busy mess and went toward Angela’s center table while hoping she hadn’t offended him so badly that he wouldn’t make out with her later.


    Ed smiled softly, speaking just for her. “My skin is…thicker than that.”


    Suzanne grinned as she sat at the boss’s table. Then she realized where she was and that she’d been called here. Her happiness faltered.


    Angela’s leaders smiled at the normal. They didn’t know why Suzanne was here, but they had no doubt she’d been invited. She wasn’t in trouble, wasn’t scared, and her good mood was almost touchable.


    Suzanne glowed as Trevor hurried over with a tray for her. So this is how the other half lives.


    The magic users chuckled, proving Ed’s words of them keeping track of normal thoughts.


    Wade speared a bite of his shark steak. “It’s not just normals. We don’t trust our own kind either.”


    “Good. You’re not trustworthy.” Suzanne stiffened as she heard the words that came from her mouth.


    Wade and the others chuckled.


    “That honesty is probably why she’s here.”


    “I like her, Boss.”


    Suzanne paled, looking around for Angela.


    Angela lowered her shield. She was sitting across from the cute normal. “Good evening.”


    Suzanne could have been angry or scared, but amusement came out first. “Nice job.”


    Angela fluffed her hair in mock vanity. “Thanks, toots.”


    People around them who hadn’t known Angela was here also chuckled, except for those who were planning nefarious events to rob her of her sincere, reciprocal positive status. They all frowned or got up and left to avoid detection.


    Even Suzanne noticed. “You need more guards.”


    Angela sighed. “I’m surrounded now, and I’ll probably never have another minute alone. But yeah.”


    Suzanne felt sympathy and allowed a new bond.


    Angela resumed eating, content with how things were progressing. This normal was one of them, whether she wanted to be or not.


    Wade looked over. She’s worthy of the gift you want to give her.


    Angela shook her head. Not yet. Let Ed use his magic mouth first.


    Wade snickered.


    Suzanne seemed to catch it. She blushed.


    Angela shrugged. “Season change draws all of us in one way or another.” Then she began a conversation with Wade about camp business, leaving Suzanne to her contemplations. There were always updates to gather, and a lot had happened in just the last few hours.


    The mess was a crowded, loud, slightly tense room that had no effect on Suzanne for a change. She usually dreaded coming in here because of the stress of being around so many people, but her courage had erased that. I asked him for a hookup!


    She snickered and began eating. That was awesome of me.


    Suzanne fell into planning her outfit, never questioning why she’d been called to the boss’s table if Angela didn’t want anything from her.


    Monitors in the mess clicked on.


    People rotated toward them eagerly.


    The medical bay came into focus. There was only one screen this time, but no one cared as the newest installment of the medical drama began to air.


    Angela scanned the mess to determine who might be immune to the new entertainment, but she didn’t find anyone. They were all watching the screen as Timmy stopped in the entrance of Fern’s room.


    As the drama began to suck them all in with Timmy checking on his love interest and his love interest acting like she wasn’t interested, Angela and Wade got up and left the mess.
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    “If you can’t keep this meeting a secret for at least a few weeks, you need to leave.” Angela didn’t shield the room. Their current whereabouts were unknown, and the fun deck around them was closed until later this evening. Kenn was on point duty, but even he was occupied right now with making sure duty posts were filled and then checking on the bridge.


    No one left, but most of them glanced at the children.


    Marc burped their newborn, catching the mess in a towel without blinking or missing. He’d gotten good at it. “No one gets into Sarah’s thoughts unless she allows it.”


    Wade put a hand on Amy’s thin shoulder, wishing he’d gotten her to agree to wear something thicker than the pink pajamas and fuzzy purple slippers. “Go sit on the bench and cover up, okay?”


    Amy made a face. “Back.”


    Wade knelt without arguing.


    The little girl climbed onto his back and rested her cheek on his shoulder.


    It gave Marc a flash of how Angela liked to sleep.


    Jennifer came over and tucked Amy’s favorite blanket around her, securing the ends into Wade’s belt straps in case the girl fell asleep. It was drafty in this rink, and Amy was still recovering from traveling Heaven’s Road by herself.


    After using her regen gift on Dace again, then doing the same for Brittani, Jennifer understood how the little girl felt. Crawling into bed and dropping out sounded great. Marc had gone with her to Brittani’s cabin, providing an escort there and then down here, that had made Jennifer feel important. When he wasn’t being an ass, Marc was nice to have around.


    Marc grinned at her. Don’t get used to it.


    Jennifer chuckled.


    Marc was finally feeling better now, though he doubted it would last through whatever Angela had planned for this surprise meeting. “May I?”


    Jennifer nodded, bracing.


    Marc delivered a short blast of energy that caused her to suck in a breath at the pain. Powerful magic lit her up and shoved the exhaustion aside. He was far above her level even though she’d gorged on UN lifeforces not long after they’d reached this island.


    Marc refused to think about how he’d evolved so quickly. If Angela wanted the others to know how to do it, she would tell them.


    Angela motioned to Ed. “We have one more arrival. Let him in.”


    Ed opened the door and flinched. “Damn!”


    Dog pushed by him, snorting softly.


    Ed stared. “Did you just call me a bitch?”


    Dog’s tail went up in affirmation.


    Ed shut and locked the door. “We need to work on your people skills.”


    I’m not a people. I can say whatever I want. Dog sat near Marc’s boots. Jealous?


    Ed chuckled. “A little maybe, yeah.”


    Dog stared at the enforcer with golden eyes. Suffer.


    Ed’s laughter broke the tension that had been building, reminded him that Dog was only a threat to bad guys. “Cleverly done.”


    Dog bowed his head. It’s what I do.


    Ed wondered if he could get Dog to spend some time with Suzanne. That sassy sarcasm might help her get over some of her nervousness about magic. Maybe I’ll bring it up later and find out if she knows Dog is special.


    Ed just hoped this meeting was over before she called for their walk. If not, he would have to make her wait, and he doubted that would go over well. She seemed like the type who would take it personally if he didn’t answer right away.


    Angela sat on the bottom row of the bleachers. “We have a problem with the souls in the Weigh Station. Part of this meeting is to decide what to do about it. We’re also going to talk about finding the next point on the map. Then I want to discuss Nature and the Creator’s wife, specifically what happens to them after they’re separated. And somewhere in that mix, Amy is going to tell us a little about her run.”


    The wording made some of them wonder if Angela had sent the girl to Heaven’s Road. Until now, people had assumed she’d snuck off and followed Neil without permission.


    “I would have sent her if it served our goals, but I did not.” Angela wasn’t in the mood to blow smoke. “Let’s start with the Weigh Station.”


    “There’s someone else in here.” Amy yawned sleepily. “They have a shield up.”


    Some of the others looked around angrily, hands dropping to their weapons.


    Angela smiled at the girl. “Very good.”


    Kyle lowered his shield. He still had Cody on his back. Both of them were grinning at fooling most of the adults. They’d been called here too, and Kyle had used their early arrival for a hands-on patience lesson. Cody had done well, not making a single sound while they waited to be noticed.


    Marc wondered where Cate was. He’d felt Cody upon entering and assumed he was one of the invisible guards.


    “She’s with Piper, learning spying rules and protecting everyone, while also being protected by everyone.” Kyle got things rolling like the boss wanted. “We were in danger from everyone in the Weigh Station, even the kids. They tried to trick us into staying and taking their places. We had to make a fast exit; it almost got physical. Anyone who goes up there from now on will have to be ready to be held hostage.”


    “They’re starting to understand how long eternity might be.” Angela hated it that good, loyal souls hadn’t stayed that way. “I can send them to be judged, or we can let them go to Heaven’s Road and be bored and scared there, but that location will still see most of them turn against us. Now that they can’t die, or live, they’re not on our side.”


    “They might restart the betting.” Kyle was angry about that. “Donald was hoping his girlfriend from Ciemus would die so she could go up there to be with him, without the baby she’s going to have soon.”


    Angela scowled.


    “Neil said the kids were aging fast mentally, that they were eyeing the men as future mates, but the adults would never see them as old enough. The men were distressed that they would be alone forever.” Wade shrugged. “It’s human nature to want companionship.”


    Angela knew. “I considered sending more souls up there, but it’s a bad idea if the corruption is spreading.” She’d known Doug needed a mate, but Claire hadn’t been able to accept the strange change, and Peggy had been long gone at that point.


    “Ask the Sorter for options?” Marc swaddled their baby girl in her blanket gently, expertly. “Maybe there’s another choice we don’t know about.”


    “Agreed. And if there isn’t?”


    Marc didn’t want to sound heartless, but he was also angry about the betting restarting. “You can’t leave them alone, because they can’t be trusted. They have to be put somewhere that they can’t hurt anyone, including each other. The former residents up there started killing the women to get the Creator’s attention. I don’t want to believe Doug and the others would do that to the kids, but…”


    Angela looked around. “Does everyone agree?”


    All of them did, even Ed, who was surprised to be here for this meeting when he hadn’t gone on Neil’s run and barely knew what they were discussing. His one trip to Hell had been educational, but that was all the experience he had in these matters.


    Angela moved on. “We have the idea to take the opposite direction on Heaven’s Road to reach the city faster, and I’m sure we will explore there at some point. But that’s not a new point on the map. It’s continuing a known point. I want a plan for a new location.”


    “Are we sure there is one?”


    Angela nodded at Jennifer’s question. “If the Creator was in that city, Neil would have sensed it, and Amy could confirm it.”


    People glanced at the little girl and found her shaking her head.


    Ed hoped his speaking up was allowed. “We’ll hear her story in a bit, and maybe that will offer some clues. Let’s wait for that and then decide?”


    “I don’t know where He was.” Amy didn’t open her eyes. “I was in the city, and dead people were hugging me, and then I was in the darkness, following a light.”


    Kyle focused on the tired girl. “How did you get through the tests? That river almost killed us. How did you make it through?”


    Amy’s hand clenched against Wade’s shoulder. “I faced my fears and made myself do it so I could rescue my Neil.”


    Jennifer stared. “That’s why you went?”


    “Yes. I heard Sammi worrying that he wouldn’t make it home, that he was being punished for lying to everyone about killing…you know. As we all traveled, I began to hear voices.”


    “Of the angels, trying to get you to join them?”


    “Of God, trying to get me to understand.”


    Everyone stilled as Kyle continued to draw the story out.


    “To understand what?”


    “Why we have free will.” Amy yawned again. “It’s because the Creator wants to be loved and admired for his creations, and he can’t get that if we aren’t allowed to make our own choices. He hates false praise and suck-ups.”


    It angered people to hear that because it meant the Creator cared more about His emotions than the suffering of His creations.


    Kyle didn’t care about that as much as the others did. He’d finally made peace with most of the way life was designed. “And the trials? How did you get through them?”


    “I wasn’t a target.” Amy held tighter to Wade. “I wanted to help you when the bad birds came and when you forgot each other, but the angels would have captured me to use against you. I had to wait and have faith that you would rescue yourselves.” She smiled proudly. “And you did. The Creator was happy with you for removing the evil from his home.”


    That was new information. Kyle refused to get distracted by it. “And the river?”


    Amy made a face. “I swam part of the way.” She held up her hand, where a long cut was still healing. “I bled into the water to draw the monsters, then I used my shield and sank to the bottom. When they went crazy for the blood and started attacking each other, I walked to the other side.”


    They were all stunned that she’d faced that alone. Kyle was also ashamed that he had fallen for the trap when a child hadn’t.


    Amy wrapped her arm back around Wade. “You were the targets. They didn’t know I was there, and I had the Eagle kits you left behind for food and stuff. It wasn’t so bad.”


    But they all heard the terror in her tone.


    Wade rubbed Amy’s hand. “When you were talking to the Creator, you didn’t see anything we might be able to identify?”


    “There was no land or water or sky. It was just…empty.”


    “Well, that could mean about anything.” Jennifer faced Angela. “Have you asked the Sorter yet?”


    “No.” Angela didn’t say the Sorter hadn’t been inclined to answer her questions before now. “I have some ideas for separating Nature from the Creator’s wife, but what happens to them both after that is the issue. The Creator’s wife will be furious and want revenge, no matter where we send her, and I’m not sure if the containment chambers in Hell can hold her or if that will anger the Creator too. We do know we can’t hurt her; killing her, so she goes into judgment or just dropping her into a judgment zone, is also off the table.”


    Kyle let Cody slide down his hip.


    Cody gained his feet and stayed still, observing, waiting patiently.


    “What’s the issue with Nature, once she’s separated?” Wade was hoping that entity would be on the side of humanity because they’d freed her.


    “Jennifer can explain.”


    Jennifer flushed at Angela’s words. “I’d rather not.”


    Angela stared calmly.


    Jennifer realized she wasn’t going to get out of it. She didn’t look at Kyle as she spoke. “Nature might have bonded with her captor enough that she’ll hate us for splitting them up. She might hunt us even harder if we take away the one she loves.”


    The adults felt the connection.


    Kyle winced, but he couldn’t bring himself to regret his choices. He loved her. They had a beautiful baby boy. It’s a perfect life.


    “But you stole it from someone else!” Ed wasn’t afraid of Kyle. He never had been. “Have you no compassion, no honor?!”


    Kyle pointed with his injured hand. “You want honor, you go to Wade. That’s not my job in this camp!”


    “Stop.” Angela interrupted the argument. “We have to speak with Nature without her invader being aware of it, so we can get the truth of her emotions. If she wants to be free, we can let her resume managing the planet. If she’s bonded with her abuser, which is likely, we’ll need to cage her while we try to cure her.”


    “That isn’t going to work.” Jennifer still didn’t look at Kyle. “The curing, I mean. After just a year, you wouldn’t be able to do it with me, and I’m a weak human. The Creator’s wife has had control over Nature for eons. She’ll have to be caged permanently.”


    People glared or frowned at Kyle.


    Kyle wanted to remind them that they’d approved of the relationship just a few days ago, but he didn’t. This was all part of the plan. Once he left, people would try to convince Jennifer that she was free, that it was for the best. Kyle didn’t think it would work, but anything that distracted her from some of the pain of their separation was welcome.


    “We have to find out if she can be contained or if there are other options.”


    Angela nodded at Marc. “Agreed. We’ll deal with the Sorter shortly. I don’t want any of you to speak to him. My heir and I will handle it.”


    Jennifer motioned when people turned toward her. “She means the kid. This is one of the moments she’s been training him for.”


    Cody walked toward Angela. He straightened his shirt and smoothed his already neat hair. “I’m ready when you are, Alpha.”


    Angela turned cold, becoming the hard-assed leader most of them didn’t like. “Repeat your first lesson.”


    The words flowed from Cody’s mouth. “Honor before duty. Honor is the foundation of every choice. I will conduct all moments with honor, even if they hurt someone I love. Honor is everything good in the world. I will never sacrifice my honor.”


    Angela rose in a smooth blur, going toward the opposite side of the rink. “Observers will stay on the stands.”


    Cody followed Angela. Everyone else went to the bleachers and picked a seat, aware of the temperature dropping, of Angela getting ready to do battle again.


    Marc soothed Sarah with a gentle hand on her wrist. She’ll be fine.


    Sarah huffed, but allowed him to tug her onto the bench. Nothing about that realm is fine.


    “That’s why it’s called Hell. Now be quiet.”


    Scolded by the mother, Sarah’s mouth clamped shut. Pain went across her young, ancient face.


    Marc patted her wrist in comfort, but didn’t speak again, so he wasn’t reprimanded too. Angela was clearly going to maintain strict control over this moment.


    “Reicher.”


    Marc stiffened at her call.


    Reicher appeared in the center of the rink, between her and the bleachers of witnesses. He turned slowly, gray eyes narrowing, royal red cloak flaring out around him. He stopped, facing her with stiff hands and a tight tone. “You’ve summoned me to the mortal world twice in as many days. Should I believe you enjoy my presence?”


    “That’s one way to view it, though it isn’t correct.” Angela flipped her long braid over her shoulder, letting it fall across one breast. The ends curled around her hip.


    Reicher’s attention went there briefly before coming back up to her face. “How may I serve the all-knowing Watcher who holds the keys to the kingdom?”


    The sarcasm was so thick that Sarah stood.


    Marc pulled her down. Let the mother work.


    Sarah jerked her hand free, glaring at Reicher, but she obeyed.


    Angela’s fingers went to her braid, stroking it absently. “I’m calling the Sorter shortly to get important answers. I want it recorded.”


    Reicher’s eyes went to her hands, to the braid in them, as he replied. “You have a Keeper, enforcers, trackers, hunters, and a camp full of normals at your beck and call for such mundane duties.”


    Angela smiled, soft and sultry. “I want you.”


    Reicher was hit with a wave of desire that he had no resistance to. He watched her fingers tug on the tie at the end of that long braid.


    It dropped to the floor.


    Reicher swallowed thick saliva. “You already know I can’t refuse an order from you. Why the game?”


    “I find it fun.” Angela began to unbraid her hair. With every length she uncoiled, Reicher’s eyes darkened, and his breathing deepened. His body grew hard before her until he was standing perfectly straight and not looking at anything else.


    Marc’s anger rose in his throat as he observed.


    Angela paused halfway up the braid. “No matter what comes of this meeting, you may not use it against me.”


    Reicher groaned mentally, trying to fight the pull. But it’s been so long! Sex and power had always merged for him, but he’d been able to control those moments, to pick them and then walk away. He swallowed again. “I agree… Continue?”


    Angela unbraided another section and let go. Long, wavy locks flooded across her chest.


    Reicher trembled. “More!”


    Angela’s hand went to the top of the braid…and stopped.


    Reicher understood she wanted something else from him. “Name it, you abhorrent creature!”


    “You, on your knees for this meeting, the entire time. If you have to move, you crawl. No matter what’s said, what happens, what I or others do, stay on your knees and keep your mouth shut.” Angela mocked him. “Your thoughts are free to roam. I’ll enjoy listening to you punish yourself for what you’re making your body do.”


    Reicher couldn’t look away from her hair as it swayed in the breeze, calling to him. He licked his dry lips. “And if I say no?”


    Angela shrugged, making the hair bounce lightly. “Then you return to Hell and pleasure yourself with half a memory that won’t satisfy you because you know you could have had much more.”


    “No punishment for refusing?”


    Angela chuckled. “Of course not. What do you think I am, some abhorrent creature that delights in tormenting evil pricks who deserve not an ounce of compassion or sympathy?”


    Reicher tore his eyes away from her hair, greed lacing his every word. “And the reward?”


    Angela leaned forward, voice dropping to a husky whisper. “I’ll let you touch it.”


    Marc rose to his feet.


    Sarah pulled him back down. Let the mother work.


    Kyle felt bad for Marc, but he doubted it would last. Marc was forever doing something that ruined any consideration he gathered.


    Wade also felt bad, but it was for Angela. He knew she didn’t want to do this, but she’d go through any humiliation for her husband. Wade just hoped Marc was smart enough to understand what she was doing. Wade had his doubts about that.


    Ed also understood. A leader’s sacrifices aren’t always clear, but they are always hard.


    Wade nodded. He kept Amy turned away from the sight. The girl was barely awake now, and Wade was grateful for it.


    Angela stroked the remaining braided section. “I’ll let you run your hands through it, Carl, wrap it around those scarred fingers, smell it, rub it all over your tired, ugly face, for 10 seconds.”


    Reicher fought to keep his eyes on hers instead of the braid. “You gave the Mitchel 30 seconds.”


    Fury flew out. “He saved my life!”


    Reicher flinched, but stood his ground. “I did the same! During the battle with the undead hordes, I tried to give my life for yours!”


    “So you did.” Angela calmed, pretended to consider it. “I could allow 15 seconds.”


    “I’ll fix his glitch! Marcus will accept sparks and training from women, without the dangerous reaction!”


    It was proof that Reicher was observing everything that happened here. Angela gave in with fake reluctance. “I guess I could stand 20.”


    Reicher tried to find something else she wanted, breath coming in gasps now. “I’ll… I’ll help you…” What else do you want?!


    Angela spoke one word. “Nature.”


    Reicher didn’t even hesitate. “I’ll be on your side for the final battle. You already have my magical promise. When that comes to pass, I’ll do whatever you want!”


    “Then we have a deal for 25 seconds.”


    “Wait.” Reicher slowly slid to his knees. His robe cushioned his knees, but his crown felt like a cruel joke. He had no power here and no power over her at all. “Let it down now so my son can see every minute of my lust.”


    Marc’s pain and anger wove through the rink, hitting all of them.


    Dog growled.


    Reicher glanced at the wolf in longing that none of them missed. Everyone knew he had an affinity for canines.


    Dog’s tail went up, golden orbs flashing contempt.


    Reicher scowled. “Did he just call me a bitch?”


    Ed confirmed it. “Yes, and unlike with me, he meant it.”


    Reicher wanted to chase that thread, but the lust was too strong as his gaze returned to Angela’s hair. “Do we have a deal?”


    Angela gestured toward Marc. “Tell me why.”


    “So he will remember why females can’t be trusted! You use wiles and emotions to trap us, to enslave us! You should all be in chains!”


    Now, Jennifer stood.


    Angela and Reicher ignored her, locked in a mental battle.


    Angela finally inclined her head. “We have an agreement.” Magic wrapped around them both.


    Reicher’s eyes traveled her hair in open lust. “Now!”


    “Speak another word and the deal breaks.”


    Reicher’s lips came together in an iron vise as he took strict control over his kneeling body.


    Angela smirked, fingers unwinding the rest of the braid.


    It was slow, sensual, infuriating to her husband, and a show to remember for the other men. They didn’t know if she’d used a charm on them all, but no one looked away as the braid came undone and a curtain of glorious black curls surrounded her slender body.


    Angela shook it out with her fingers, even letting the soft ends brush Reicher’s cheek.


    The smell of fiery vanilla filled his nose as his body hardened into stone. His mind began to berate him relentlessly for a deal where all he got was physical pleasure that meant nothing.


    Angela sighed happily. “I’m already loving this.”


    Reicher gazed at her dark halo of hair, but his mind resisted. How did you know? In all his time alive, no one had ever discovered that obsession.


    “I added two clues. The first one came from your son. Have a look.”


    Reicher rotated, on his knees, and found Marc staring at her loose hair with an expression that mirrored his fixation.


    “He rarely touches it, even during mating, but I hear his thoughts and see where his eyes go. After meeting you, it wasn’t hard to figure out he was suppressing it because he didn’t want to be like his father.”


    Marc’s lust broke. He hung his head. I thought I’d hidden it from her.


    Even as a child, the need to touch hair had ridden him. One mention from his mother about how alike he was to his father had stopped him from ever giving in to that need.


    “Such tough men with their mommy issues.” Angela clucked. “The story of your time away from the lab gave me the other clue, Carl. Mary Brady was a cruel bitch. She only had one thing about her that was good. That’s what drew you to her, what made you pick her. For that experiment, you were allowed to feed your desires. You picked her, and devastated worlds, over her damn hair.”


    Reicher couldn’t deny it. A flush went up his cheeks as humiliation settled deep into his mind. But his eyes returned to her loose curls and stayed there. Abhorrent creature!


    “Yes, I am. Now hush. Mommy’s working.”


    Loud laughter burst out of Reicher’s mouth even as horror settled into his brain. Not being able to control his emotions was humbling, mortifying.


    Angela looked at Cody. “Do you understand what I’ve done here?”


    Cody nodded, keeping his distance from them both as he answered with a confident tone. “You’ve rebroken an enemy who was recovering from your conquest. You delivered another punishment that will soothe some of the nightmares of the team he tortured. You secured more power for the final battle, and you’ve opened a wound that won’t ever heal. It will bleed all over him for eternity, knowing that he was unable to control his desires when he considers females to be the emotional weaklings. And you did it all in front of witnesses who will always know his shame.”


    “And I gave him?”


    Cody gazed at her in deep admiration. “Nothing that a good shower won’t erase.”


    Reicher stared at Cody in shock as he understood the boy’s value.


    Angela was a bit disappointed. “I don’t know how you missed it, Carl.”


    Cody did. “Children mean nothing to him, so he only cares about us when he can use us. The rest of the time, we don’t exist in his mind.”


    “Noted.” Angela swung her hair around with her hands, making Reicher suck in a sharp breath as it almost touched him again. “And what did I not use in this negotiation, for even a second?”


    Cody frowned slightly. “Honor.”


    “Very good.” Angela didn’t say honor wasn’t always a good thing to have in a negotiation. Cody was smart enough to understand that point on his own. He would also understand that she didn’t want him to do the same because she’d made him repeat his first lesson before Reicher arrived. “Summon the Sorter so that we may begin.”


    Cody lifted both hands. Magic flowed out, filling the space around him with dull blue light. It connected through time and space and yanked the Sorter into their world.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Eight


    I Could Love


     


     


     


    1


    The Sorter blinked rapidly, adjusting to being ripped out of his small, dim cell. He’d never had that happen.


    He turned, examining the drab view in excitement. Spotting the witnesses on the bleachers made his face go blank, but everyone knew his mind was buzzing. He was thrilled to be out of his cell again.


    The Sorter’s clothes hadn’t changed, but the black robe was even more frayed than the first time Angela had seen him. He was still tall, thin, bald, and adorned with a bushy gray beard that touched his knees. His wrinkled skin still prevented identification of a race or age, though ancient was accurate. The only difference she could spot was his eyes. They were golden. She remembered no color from before, but she was suddenly sure gold was his true shade.


    Cody hated the Sorter’s robe. Bare in places and too thin for real warmth, it reminded him of Reicher’s lab and the subjects there.


    The Sorter saw Reicher on his knees and looked at Angela.


    She shook her head. “I am an observer for this moment.”


    Cody stepped forward, smiling politely. “Hello.”


    Unlike Reicher, the Sorter knew the boy for what he was the instant he spotted the faint glow in those blue eyes. He bowed slightly. “Your Highness.”


    Frowns and surprise went through some of the witnesses.


    Reicher scanned the child again, but Cody’s words were true. Reicher had very little interest in kids unless he needed them for one of his plans.


    Cody got straight to the business he’d been told to handle. “Souls in the Weigh Station prison never reform. They go corrupt despite starting out good, and then they become dangerous to all who still live. Give me a solution that will not upset the natural balance.”


    Reicher summoned his tablet and began recording. His eyes strayed repeatedly to Angela’s hair as she calmly paced and listened.


    The Sorter was curious about the others at this meeting, but he only spoke to Cody as he answered. “Good souls do not belong in the Weigh Station.”


    “Bad souls will restart the betting.”


    “Betting is only possible when the boards remain.”


    Cody kept his hands at his sides and his body still, barely blinking. “The angel on Heaven’s Road said they sent the boards to their mates, so the men could keep tormenting the mortals.”


    The Sorter’s voice hardened. “The boards existed before the split. That was a lie.”


    Cody glanced at Angela.


    Angela motioned her approval.


    Cody faced the Sorter. “The alpha wasn’t able to destroy one of the boards.”


    The Sorter blinked, surprised to find out her power wasn’t absolute. He recovered. “Perhaps the board can be hidden or removed.”


    Such a simple solution. Angela was angry with herself for not thinking of it.


    Cody deviated from the plan, interjecting something of his own. “I wish you to wear different clothes, something that covers your body and provides warmth.”


    The Sorter stiffened. His mouth opened.


    Cody shook his head. “That is not a reward. It bothers me to see anyone dressed in rags. You will change.”


    “I am being punished.”


    “Did the punishment say you could never wear anything else?”


    The Sorter’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened. Finally, “No.”


    “Then you will please change them. Now.”


    Reicher recorded it all in a state of shock. The child’s tone was a mountain that could not be moved. How did she train him so completely in less than a year?!


    “As you wish.” The Sorter’s clothes changed all at once, becoming brown pants, a brown shirt, brown socks, brown boots, and a brown cloak. He didn’t smile, but everyone felt his enjoyment.


    Cody gave him a sharp glance.


    The Sorter locked down on his emotions, but he was grateful to the child. A bond formed between them.


    Kyle glanced at Wade. Did you teach him that?


    Wade snorted softly. No.


    Jennifer flashed the same sharp glare at both of them. It came from the boss. Pay attention!


    The men hid their admiration.


    Pain lanced through Reicher’s knees at the position on the cold, hard floor of the rink. He scolded himself for not getting more out of the deal. I ran the lab! I’m better than this!


    A smile played on Angela’s lips.


    Cody continued, aware of the audience but blocking all of them out except for the alpha. “Can Nature, Fate, and the Ocean King be contained in Hell’s chambers until the Creator returns?”


    The Sorter paled under his beard. “That would upset the balance. They have held those positions for eons. Everything would stop.”


    “Until their replacements adjusted to those roles. Then things would again roll like they were designed to.”


    “Yes. But Nature cannot be contained in her current form. She is too powerful.”


    “She and the Creator’s wife can be separated.”


    “Yes.”


    Cody delivered his second order. “When it happens, those entities will have to be dropped into the chambers quickly. Make sure you always have enough space open to hold them once Safe Haven goes back for that final battle.”


    “As you command.”


    Again, Cody deviated for an answer he wanted. “Why were fireplaces chosen as transport locations?”


    The Sorter almost smiled. “It is not the place. It is the fire.”


    “But without the place, people would figure it out.” Cody delivered targeted praise. “That’s smart.”


    The Sorter opened his mouth to take credit for that idea and snapped it shut, horrified by how close he’d come to spilling one of the Master’s secrets. No one was supposed to know He’d had help bringing these things to life.


    Cody resumed the scripted questions. “Why have the bets been allowed?”


    The Sorter considered that and decided answering did not violate any of his rules. “It was a way to add conflict, to force growth and conclusions that wouldn’t have otherwise come about without much time.”


    Cody sprang part of a trap. “You were bored with waiting, so you decided shoving things, nudging them, was the solution.”


    The Sorter flinched. “I have regretted that since the first instant it became part of the grand design.”


    “Not as much as the souls who’ve had to live under it.” Cody moved on with anger lacing his young voice, finishing the trap. “Why are the bets always honored?”


    The Sorter tried hard not to feel proud. “Because we made it so. It was woven into the fabric of time in all realms.


    Reicher underlined we so he wouldn’t forget to examine that statement later. The boy had tricked the Sorter into revealing that.


    Cody kept things rolling so the Sorter wouldn’t figure out what Reicher had just had. “Nature told us the normals killed the Creator.”


    Deep sorrow washed over the Sorter. “I do not believe that is true…”


    “But you worry about it, because He has never been gone this long.”


    The Sorter shuddered with tears forming. “It is my greatest fear.”


    In the pause, Reicher once again fixated on Angela’s hair. The curls were so black that he didn’t have an accurate word for the shade. He sucked in a quiet breath at the thought of how good it would feel to touch something beautiful after being dead for so long.


    Angela flashed a mental warning.


    Reicher’s hands hovered over the tablet in readiness, but his focus stayed on her hair as the conversation resumed.


    Cody glanced over at his dad and the baby he was holding. “Does Sarah have the power to call Him?”


    The Sorter didn’t look away from Cody. “No. When she’s older, after the alpha trains her…” The Sorter shrugged. “Maybe.”


    “Speak to me of things I need to know that I have not asked.”


    “I’ve said much already.”


    “And you’ll say more.” Cody didn’t give him time to argue. “Do you have updates from your job, your chores, your punishment?”


    The Sorter shook his wizened head in regret. “I am clearing the souls faster now, but it will still be centuries before the backlog is sorted.”


    “Reicher is going to upgrade things to make it all faster. Stop impeding him. Stop getting in the way. All realms need Hell to resume full function and that can’t happen in its current state.”


    The Sorter frowned ever so slightly. “I will not go against the grand design.”


    Cody’s nostrils flared. “You don’t have to go against it. Just get out of his way and shut up about it. He’ll be punished for it if there’s one to be had.”


    The Sorter’s lips thinned at the disrespectful words.


    Cody glared, blue eyes starting to glow.


    The Sorter bowed. “As you command.”


    Cody didn’t gloat. “We found the remains of a battle on Heaven’s Road. Who started that slaughter?” There was no need to ask how it had ended. They’d already figured that out.


    The Sorter didn’t respond.


    Cody tried again. “Are you not allowed to speak of it?”


    “I can speak of most things. This…” The Sorter shivered. “When I was cast down, my memories were removed. I know there was a rebellion. I know it hurt the Creator so much that He could no longer stand to have us around. But I do not know exactly what it was that we did. So while I can speak of it, I cannot answer your question.”


    “Very well.” Cody allowed the blue glow to fade.


    The Sorter eyed Reicher again.


    Angela had the sense that the Sorter liked Reicher being on his knees, but there was no evidence of it on his wrinkled face.


    Furious, and in a fair amount of pain now, Reicher shifted so Marc could see his lust.


    Marc had already steeled himself. He felt the blow, but he betrayed no reaction to it.


    Understanding what was happening, Reicher took a different path. He connected to his son. In all the times you’ve mounted her, you never marked her hair?


    Marc stiffened. No.


    Such extraordinary self-control.


    Marc glared. I assume I get that from you.


    Reicher scanned his current situation and sighed. Unlikely.


    Cody drew attention back with another question. “For those in containment, can they hear, speak, think?”


    The Sorter nodded. “Yes, if you can wake them. Most who are contained fight it for a few weeks or even months before the cold, dark isolation lulls them into a sleep-like state. They are hard to rouse.”


    “We wish to explore a new place on the map that we have not been to yet. Give me a starting point.”


    The Sorter shrugged. “It’s not the place...”


    “It’s the fire.” Cody understood the fires could take them to different locations than just where they’d been so far. He looked at Angela.


    Angela acted like she didn’t care either way. “If you wish.”


    Cody smiled at the Sorter, turning back into the polite boy they all knew and loved. “Thank you for speaking with us. You have two minutes now to ask questions, make requests, or tell me things you wish me to know. Then you will resume your duties until the next update.”


    “I have nothing.” The Sorter wasn’t allowed to chat like he was at a party. That would violate the terms of his punishment.


    Still recording, Reicher made a personal note in the tablet.


    Cody’s head whipped toward him. “Delete that!”


    Reicher quickly defended himself. It’s just a curiosity. But he deleted the comment.


    Cody ignored the questions from the others as he faced the Sorter. “You are never allowed to put the alpha into containment. Only the Creator can do that!”


    The Sorter gave another small bow.


    Fury filled the rink. If Reicher had ordered the Sorter to contain Angela, she might have been lost to them forever, with no way to rescue her.


    “You were told you couldn’t use this against her! You made a magic deal!” Jennifer stepped forward to enforce it.


    Reicher focused on Angela. I did not use it against you. No deal was broken.


    “It was only a curiosity.” Angela motioned to Cody. “Finish. Mess is about over and residents will be coming to this deck for fun.”


    Sarah’s anger swelled in her chest. He isn’t being punished for wondering if his command would lock the mother away?


    No one answered.


    Sarah evaded the mental hands that were appearing to hold her in place. Angela’s earlier scold had already stirred up negative emotions. There was no way Sarah could let this pass. No punishment for considering such betrayal?


    Reicher felt danger surround him and kept a calm tone. I broke no rule, no deal. There is no reason to punish me.


    Sarah’s rage filled the rink. Darkness swelled from a rear corner, flowing toward the kneeling man. It ran along the ground like a black fog, searching for the one who’d angered its owner.


    Reicher saw it and stilled, unsure what it was or if he should be scared of it.


    The Sorter retreated out of the path, eyes widening. “The beginning and the end!”


    Reicher frowned. That answers that question. He started to rise.


    Cody and Angela both glared at him.


    Reicher remembered the deal he’d made and cursed himself.


    Angela chuckled, good mood holding steady. It would until she had to live up to her end of their bargain.


    The darkness flowed closer.


    “Stop, Sarah. The mother knows what she’s doing.”


    Sarah ignored Wade’s gestures, Jennifer’s words, and Marc’s mental warnings. She sent the blackness toward the awful entity who deserved not one ounce of sympathy or compassion, by the mother’s own words.


    Reicher tried to lift a shield, but his concentration was broken as that wave of ink-black terror slithered closer. He’d forgotten how much of his mind was needed for control in this realm.


    Sarah sneered as she directed her power to surround him. You are going to pay for threatening the mother!


    Reicher hadn’t felt fear for a very long time, at least not for himself. I apologize. It will never happen again.


    Sarah smirked. No, it won’t.


    The darkness rose in a thick wall, blocking him from view.


    As much as Angela enjoyed Reicher’s fear, she couldn’t allow him to be removed. “Stop now.”


    Sarah was lost in the pleasure of using the dark side of herself that she always had to keep caged. She didn’t obey.


    Angela gave Dog a subtle signal.


    No one detected it. They were all studying the black mist swirling around Reicher. They assumed it would be able to consume him, based on the Sorter’s fearful reaction.


    Dog padded over and licked the baby’s face, leaving a wide trail of saliva.


    Sarah cringed. Not the goo!


    Concentration shattered, the darkness vanished into a thin mist that dropped onto the edges of Reicher’s robe. It flamed up.


    Angela stomped on it, putting out the fire with her feet while Reicher did the same with his palms.


    Dog licked the baby again, leering at Sarah.


    Stop that! You know we hate that! No gooing!


    Dog kept her focus on him by acting like he was going to do it again.


    We gave no permission for the goo! Sarah darted into her cell and slammed the gate. The Dog is bad!


    Marc and the others let out small breaths of relief and gratitude for the brilliant wolf.


    The Sorter stared.


    Angela caught it. The Sorter wasn’t amused or concerned now. That’s recognition. He knows Dog.


    The Sorter felt her attention and vanished.


    Angela scowled.


    Reicher hit save and stored his tablet, heart thumping from fear of the dark power and anticipation of what would happen next. It was a rough mix.


    Ding. Ding. Ding.


    Heads snapped toward the boss.


    “It’s not me.” Angela shrugged. “The normal must have heard the stories and figured it out on her own.”


    Ed’s lips curved into a surprised grin. “Clever girl.”


    Angela gestured. “Better go answer it.”


    All of them were curious about how Suzanne was ringing a mental bell. It didn’t feel like magic was involved. Half of them stayed with Ed mentally as he went toward the exit.


    Ed shoved them out of his mind. “I’ll tell you later. If you’re nice.”


    Groans and chuckles echoed.


    But not from Marc. He was burning too hotly for amusement to break through. He felt like Sarah now, but being licked by Dog wasn’t going to ease his fury or keep him from attacking his father the instant he touched Angela.


    Sarah came to the entrance of her cell, angry that she’d been tricked.


    “The meeting is over. You are all dismissed.” Angela gestured.


    Cody brought up a dark shield around her and expanded it to include Reicher. None of them could see her or the evil man through the copy of Sarah’s offensive power.


    Wade headed for the door, not wanting Amy to see this in their minds. He headed toward the mess, hoping she would eat a little more.


    Kyle and Jennifer inched over to that dark, thick shield, not prying but getting closer in case Angela needed help. They also tried to copy it, like Cody had clearly done from only seeing it once.


    Marc locked the gate on Sarah’s cell. Then he clenched his fists and hoped he could get through this without snapping. Not having to see it would help.


    Dog went over to Cody and sat by him.


    Cody twined his fingers in Dog’s soft fur and sent out a wave of pleasure to reward him for stopping Sarah.


    Angela squared her shoulders and eased closer to Reicher, stomach churning. She swept her hair in front of her with both hands. “The count begins as soon as you make contact.”


    Reicher’s hand went to his pants.


    Angela realized what was going to happen and tried to retreat.


    Reicher grabbed a thick handful of her hair and jerked her down.


    Her knees slammed into the hard, smooth floor. She slid toward him, hands coming up to his chest to stop the slide.


    Reicher was already stroking as his other hand brought her hair to his face.


    Angela’s stomach curdled. His gasps and moans disgusted her. It was an unwanted reminder that deals like this had a cost, and he wasn’t the only one paying the bill. She concentrated on her throbbing knees and refused to glance down at his dead flesh.


    Reicher was already blowing his top as angry voices rang out to end the moment.


    “Time.”


    “Time’s up!”


    Cody didn’t lower the shield yet.


    Reicher spewed all over her hair and his hand, pulling hard enough to bring tears to her eyes, but she remained still, honoring the deal.


    Reicher sent his pleasure out in waves that ran over her skin and tried to draw a response.


    Angela refused, though she could have enjoyed it if she had no morals. He and Marc were similar enough, but Reicher was a repulsive beast. She wanted nothing to do with this side of him.


    Reicher chuckled. I’ve been called much worse.


    She glared. But never by better.


    He groaned happily as tremors made his body arch toward her in grotesque twitches. No. I’ve never had better.


    Reicher let go of her and sucked in air. He memorized her red cheeks, her stiff posture, the seed glistening all over her hair. Knowing how much she hated it, and how much Marc would hate her for it, made it all worthwhile. He’d guaranteed that her knees would hurt too. “I look forward to the next deal you wish to make with me.”


    Angela said nothing.


    Reicher fixed himself, watching her. Something rolled out of his mouth that he loathed. “It will bother me that you didn’t enjoy it.”


    “Good.”


    “I am not in the habit of abusing women!”


    Angela pushed herself off the floor, eyes turning bright red. “Don’t lie to yourself. Even if they screamed your name as they came, you still abused them. You abuse everyone.”


    “I wouldn’t abuse you.” Reicher stayed on his knees. “You…I could love.”


    Marc’s growl echoed.


    Angela studied Reicher, anger cooling. “Because I can keep up with you.”


    “Because you’re the perfect trophy for a Reicher.”


    Angela laughed, genuinely amused.


    Reicher’s heart thumped at the sound. “I understand it now, my son’s obsession with you. If you ever wish to trade owners…”


    Marc’s dangerous rage flowed toward his father.


    Angela’s amusement vanished. “You may leave.”


    Cody lowered the shield, keeping his back to them like he’d been told to when they’d practiced this meeting.


    The witnesses saw Angela’s hair and her stiff body and understood what Reicher had done. Kyle and Jennifer glanced at Marc.


    Marc didn’t move or speak. If he did, he would snap.


    Reicher stood, still memorizing the silky hair, the dripping seed, those red cheeks. “Alpha.”


    “Reicher.”


    He vanished with a sleepy smirk.


    Cody headed for the exit. He didn’t need to stay for what would be said next.


    Angela met Marc’s eyes in all her shame, not hiding any of it.


    Marc’s mouth opened. All the ugliness in his mind tried to rush out at once, preventing him from saying anything.


    Angela ran a hand over her hair, making the mess vanish. It was a new gift.


    Marc gained a bit of control over himself with that sight gone. He didn’t look away as she came toward him.


    “Speak, honestly.” Angela ignored the others.


    “I can’t believe you did that.” Marc didn’t protest when Jennifer took the baby.


    Angela unlocked Sarah’s cell as she went by. Protect the kids.


    Yes, Mother. Sarah was filled with confusion and disapproval. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt that way about the mother, but this was the strongest. She turned to Jennifer for an explanation.


    Jennifer shook her head. The mother will have to cover this one.


    Kyle smiled at Sarah while rubbing his healing fingers. They were hurting all the time now. “Amazing mist power. Can you show me how to do that?”


    Distracted, Sarah’s remaining anger faded into pride and eagerness to show her new friend how it worked.
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    Marc followed Angela out of the rink. His anger wouldn’t be soothed so easily. “You really did that.”


    Angela heard the pain and jealousy beneath the almost violent anger. She pushed the button for the elevator without responding.


    Marc was glad when the elevator shut them in together. It gave him a moment to fully express his displeasure. “Don’t ever do anything like that again!”


    Angela flipped a handful of her cleaned hair over Marc’s arm.


    Marc froze.


    Angela looked at him as the elevator took them to one of the bottom decks. “Hush now. Mommy’s working.”


    She waited to see which reaction he allowed to have control, unafraid but wary.


    Marc’s hands curled into tight fists. His eyes darkened to almost black.


    Lust sizzled through the air.


    Angela smiled.


    The elevator opened.


    “Come along. I need you.”


    The words pacified the possessive part of Marc even as her condescending tone increased his anger.


    Angela entered a cabin that no one ever used. “I can smell him all over me.”


    Marc knew from her tone that it wasn’t pleasant, but his jealousy rolled out anyway. “You sounded like you were enjoying it at the time!” Which wasn’t true, but he was furious enough that honesty didn’t matter. Only this gnawing pain did.


    Angela didn’t take the bait. She entered the bathroom and turned on the water.


    Marc was vaguely aware that there were clothes stacked neatly on a dust-free dresser and a bag of gear sat next to them. This cabin was stocked for use despite how many times they’d cleared the ship for supplies.


    Angela’s hands went to her hair while the tub filled.


    Marc’s body betrayed his interest, but the anger was still in front. “How could you do that with him?!”


    Angela brought her hair over both shoulders and let it cover her body as she stripped.


    Marc took a step toward her, then stopped himself. “What damn game are you playing now?!”


    “The one where my husband washes his father’s scent off me, then reclaims what’s his.” She sent a wave of need. “Deep and hard would be a good start.”


    Marc broke, lunging forward to grab her. His rough touch bit into her arms as he slanted his mouth over hers.


    Angela wrapped her arms around his neck, groaning.


    Marc wanted to soften his grip, but the jealousy wouldn’t allow it. He ravaged her mouth. When her hands went to his jeans, he moaned.


    Angela stripped him without breaking the kiss, rubbing her hair over his naked body while he took out his anger on her mouth.


    Marc drew back, ready to lift her onto the bed.


    “After you wash me. Not before.”


    Marc’s need was finally in front, pushing the anger aside. He lifted her and carried her into the large bathtub. As he sank down, he shifted her to the tub’s small seat, then picked up the shampoo.


    The tub was big enough for four people to lie down and still have space in the center. There were small seats built into it; all of it was clean, telling Marc this part had been planned.


    “It was. I knew I’d want to get his scent off of me.” She ducked her head under the water and rose. She made a face at the odor rising up. “I just thought it would be from his hands.”


    “You had no right to do that to me, to us.”


    “I know.” She half-slid, half tossed her hair over to him and splashed water onto it so he could work.


    Marc ran his hands through it, soaping it, caressing it, obsessing like he’d never allowed himself to do.


    Angela saw his body grow hard enough to hammer with beneath the rising water. His breathing slowed, deepened. It was nothing like Reicher’s lust. This was pure fire, and she memorized every second of it to replace that ugly image.


    Marc had been holding himself back from her since they were kids. This should snap that last wall and allow him the freedom to fully enjoy their time together. It would also ease some of his self-loathing. When he felt like yelling at her, he would finally have something to use that was true. “I love it when you play with my hair. Don’t ever hold back now.”


    Marc stilled as shame filled his mind. “Even when I obsess over it?”


    “That’s why I enjoy it. Your obsession gets me wet.”


    Marc resumed the washing, spreading his legs to make room for his swelling balls. “I may never forgive you for this.”


    Angela leaned forward so he could reach the back of her head. “At least this time it’s something I’ve done wrong to deserve you feeling that way.”


    Marc began to understand this hadn’t been a quick choice with only her plans in mind for his father. “You’ll tell me why later?”


    “Every bit of it.” She jerked her hair free of his hands and sank under the water.


    Watching her naked body squirm back and forth to rinse her hair was the most erotic thing Marc had ever witnessed. She did it that way for me, so this is what I’ll think about, not what happened in the rink.


    Her hair swirled across his legs and touched his shaft.


    Marc grabbed her arms and jerked her out of the water.


    Angela held onto his shoulders as he lowered her over his lap. Wet hair slapped into them both as he began thrusting, deep and hard.


    Angela sent a pleasure spell over him. She’d copied it from Amanda.


    Marc cried out, climaxing violently.


    Angela kissed him. It hadn’t taken him 25 seconds, and it had been so much better.


    Marc held her wet body against his, eyes shutting as intense ripples spread over his body.


    Angela rested her cheek on his shoulder and rode the waves, wishing they could stay in the tub until morning.


    Marc slid down so they were in the water up to their waists. “Can we?”


    “No.” She kissed his cheek and rubbed her wet hair against him as she shifted in his lap. “But we can steal another hour and another tub of water. Then I’ll resume being the alpha, and you’ll resume being pissed.”


    Marc was tired of that role and tired of being second best, but with her body still wrapped around his and her hair rubbing his skin, it felt like he could stand it a little longer. “I love you.”


    Angela’s happiness lit her up and sent a fresh wave of need into his body. This time, it was desire, not lust. He slid a hand between them as he kissed her, determined to give her pleasure. He refused to hear his father’s voice on that subject even though he agreed.


    Angela arched, eager to lose herself in Marc’s touch. Unlike him, she wasn’t tired of her role, only feeling confined by the limits that others put on her. But I never want to do that again. It left a stain that will never wash off.


    Reicher’s words echoed in her ear, “You…I could love.”


    Angela blocked it out and enjoyed the time with her husband.
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    “I didn’t know that was going to happen.” Angela adjusted the water temperature to make it cooler. “I assumed that part of it would happen after he left.”


    “You didn’t look ahead.”


    “I skipped by tonight entirely, and that squeamishness cost me 25 seconds that I’d like to erase.” She sighed. “Let’s call it five minutes. You were never supposed to get that mad.”


    “You lost this one to him.”


    “In a way, yes.” She ducked beneath the water and swished back and forth again to rinse her arms.


    Marc’s hand went out to touch her hair and stopped.


    Don’t hold back.


    He picked up a length and ran it through his fingers in joy.


    Angela rose, being careful not to pull the hair out of his hand. She wiped her face and began draining the water. It was dirty, and she wanted a second fill to soak in. She never wasted this much water. It felt wrong.


    “It’s only once.”


    “I won’t do it again.” Angela meant it both ways.


    Marc examined her knees. They were dull red, with purple bruises popping up on each one. “Can I assume he’ll be paid back for that?”


    “I want to, but my arrogance caused it. I knew better than to leave anything to chance with someone like him.” She rubbed both knees, wincing. “It’s a reminder to never make that mistake again.”


    Marc understood, even though he didn’t like it. He made a personal note to punish Reicher himself. “I need you to be more careful in some of these choices, Angie. I know you get restless and reckless when I’m not around, but I’m not leaving for another…” He trailed off, making the connection.


    Angela waited.


    “You’re missing Adrian. That’s what made you reckless this time.”


    She didn’t deny it. Adrian would be away for months, and she’d gone through it so much as a child that anytime she was split from someone she cared about, there were side effects. “But it isn’t just him. Charlie’s out of my protection for the first time since we left America, and it’s…” She shuddered.


    “Terrifying.”


    She let that subject drop. It was too painful.


    “Can you tell me why you had to handle Reicher this way?”


    “Maybe.” Angela connected to different people on the ship, listening deeply.


    Marc rinsed out the tub with the cup that should have been for her hair. Then he put the plug in and started refilling the tub with hotter water. They both wanted to soak, and the hot tubs all had a moldy smell that wasn’t going away, even after they were cleaned.


    “It’s safe for a few minutes.” Angela shivered as she leaned against the opposite side and willed the tub to refill faster. “I needed to know if he was plotting against me. I needed to strengthen his agreement to help us in the final battle. I needed him to be scared of Sarah. I needed him distracted when the Sorter answered about us being able to talk to those who are in containment, so he wouldn’t do it. And I needed him to sleep, so I can go down tonight and do exactly that. Hell’s ruler doesn’t need to rest that often. I had to make it happen.”


    Marc ran through it quickly. “Someone in containment might have answers you need, and you knew Reicher would copy you or interrupt you if you went down while he was alert. He might learn things you don’t want him to know.” Marc stared at her. “And you know I like to sleep after a great orgasm. It’s one of the few times you can predict that I’ll stay asleep for a while even when things are noisy.”


    “Yes. I studied you for clues on how to handle your father.”


    Marc’s eyes glowed.


    Angela didn’t make him ask. “I’ll take you with me when I go, as my guard.”


    Marc’s anger began to ease, finally, though he didn’t think he would ever fully forgive this.


    “Does it make you feel any better about the mistakes you’ve made?”


    Marc considered that and was disappointed in himself. “A little, yes.”


    She rubbed her wet foot against his ankle. “Then it was worth it.”


    Marc grimaced. “Please don’t try to make me feel better anymore. I hate your methods, no matter how well they work.”


    “Fair enough.” She didn’t want to do it again.


    “You…I could love.”


    Angela didn’t know why that confession was haunting her, but she knew how to make it go away. “Warm me?”


    Marc slid forward and lowered his mouth gently over hers.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Nine


    My Honor


     


     


     


    1


    “You’re quiet. Is everything okay?”


    Ed gave Suzanne a thin smile as they reached the rear deck of the cruise ship. “Just contemplating some recent developments.”


    The soft chatter of other couples around them created a faint background noise. They had to stay close to each other so they could be heard without being loud. Their hands brushed as they strolled, sending sparks along their skin.


    Soft lights on the tall railing lit the rear deck in a warm glow. Shuffleboard tiles gleamed in longing to be used. Racks of drying pool towels shifted in the light breeze. If not for the apocalypse that had brought them all here, most of the people on this deck could have been enjoying a cruise to a tropical island. It was the perfect location for romance.


    But Suzanne could feel Ed’s distraction. She hid her disappointment. “We can do this some other time.”


    Ed stopped. “What exactly is this that we’re doing?”


    Suzanne moped. “You could have clarified that earlier.”


    Ed faced her. “Things have happened since then that made me reconsider getting involved with someone who can’t accept me for what I am. Even just for sex.”


    Suzanne had told herself this was a bad idea the entire time she’d showered, dressed, fussed with her hair, and memorized the alarm tone on her phone. And yet here I am, about to be shamed for chasing ghosts.


    She’d hoped that Ed might fill some of the loneliness in her heart now that Amanda was gone, but she’d rushed things.


    The smell of her hair floated to Ed, making him think of beaches and bare skin. Coconut always did that to him.


    He admired her slinky black dress and her shapely ankles in those black flats. The thin black sweater she had on over it kept the outfit from appearing cheap. She had a good sense of style. His own jeans and shirt with his black cloak were dull and a bit out of place next to her.


    Suzanne rotated toward the water, eyeing the ominous sky in annoyance. That wasn’t romantic. How can I get laid when the moon looks like a spotlight from a torture scene, and the man I want a service from was just with the boss? I’m only a horny normal. I can’t compete.


    Ed leaned against the rail and didn’t answer. He waited for her to explain instead of validating her fears by making assumptions.


    Her trick with the phone had been brilliant. She’d been able to send a perfect copy of her alarm to him mentally, but the admiration had vanished under the reminder that they were very different.


    Ed delivered a sharp glare to a group of ex-Brawlers and new police members who were coming toward the shuffleboard area. They were leering at the women up here, even those who were with someone, like Daniella. She’d gotten Zack to come up for another walk, to rebuild his muscles. She wanted him recovered enough to ride.


    Zack felt Ed’s scan, but he was lost in his thoughts. Why do I keep seeing a bright light in my mind? It reminded him of the pain that came from a migraine, but it didn’t hurt. It was distracting and worrisome.


    Debra was also up here, though Ed sensed she was tracking something more than enjoying a stroll. He didn’t blow her cover.


    Vario and his team were the guards on this top deck right now. Ed wondered if that was related.


    Suzanne cleared her throat. “Is there any chance you’ll give it up?”


    He knew she meant magic. “Is there any chance you’ll accept it when the boss offers it to you?”


    “No.”


    “Same answer.”


    “Then sex is all it can be.” Her face reddened. “The Eagles sometimes provide services to those who request it…”


    Ed stared at her. “Yes, they do.”


    She waited nervously.


    “They also require a verbal query and terms to be settled before contact.”


    She swallowed. “Anything else?”


    “The terms cover how often, what the person wants or doesn’t want, and when it will end.”


    “And if I don’t want any of that, if I want it to be a surprise at every…interaction?”


    Ed grunted. “That would be a relationship.”


    “Just without the emotions.”


    “And am I off-limits to others who want to be serviced?” There wasn’t anyone else, but Ed needed to be clear on her terms.


    “Yes. But only so I don’t feel dirty, like I’m sloppy seconds.” She blushed harder. “And you can come to me for as much as you need, so it’s not like you’ll be doing without.”


    Ed snickered at the thought of how much she might regret that offer. He was always horny, and he hadn’t been an active service provider since they’d reached this cursed island and he’d gone undercover for the boss. I have a lot of buildup to work through. “How about a trial run, say for a week or two, to be sure you’re happy with my services?”


    She eyed his mouth. “I already know I will be. I’ve done my research.”


    Ed blushed this time. “You spoke to other women about me?”


    “Months ago.”


    That said she’d been watching him for longer than he’d been aware of. A curl of warmth went through his stomach. “And when you’ve had enough of my services, you’ll tell me?”


    “Of course. I won’t leave you hanging. Just don’t ever do the same to me, and we’ll be fine.”


    Ed grinned. “You’ll get there every time.”


    She laughed. “We have a deal then?”


    “Like I’d say no.”


    Her amusement faded. “You can refuse. Right?”


    “Yes, but I won’t.” He didn’t bring up the past or any shred of emotion. He also ignored the bad feeling that was settling into his gut. “I’ve wondered how tight you are. Now, I’ll get to find out.”


    She smiled. “Perfect.”


    Ed held out an arm. “Let’s find some deeper shadows and consummate this arrangement.”


    One of the four remaining ex-Brawlers stepped toward them. “Before you do that, can I get your opinion on something real quick, Enforcer E?”


    Ed turned toward the man, frowning at the interruption. “What is it?”


    As soon as he looked away, another former Brawler ran over and grabbed Suzanne with an arm around her throat. His other hand held a knife to her stomach. He dragged her backward to the railing as everyone on the rear deck rotated toward him in dismayed anger.


    Ed froze.


    The Brawler who’d drawn his attention, Snarly, grinned widely. “Good boy. Agree that we’ve caught you and now own you, and the lady won’t be harmed.”


    Ed tried to buy some time. “And if I refuse?”


    “Then Friendly there will gut her. While that happens, I’ll gut you, and the dangerous men and women around us will fry me. We’ll all die together.”


    Ed glanced down. Snarly was holding a knife to his stomach.


    Suzanne stayed still in Friendly’s warm grip, terror licking up her spine as the point of his knife dug into her dress to find skin. It didn’t draw blood, but there was no way for her to twist free or fight without being hurt. She waited for Ed to answer who she assumed was the ringleader, heart pounding. Ed’s a magic user. He’ll save his own skin.


    “Say it!” Snarly snarled.


    There were other options an Eagle could try. But I’m a magic user first, and I won’t endanger her life. Ed gave in curtly. “I agree that you’ve caught me and own me. Let her go.”


    Snarly shook his head as magic swirled over them and sank in. “Not until we’re out of danger, but Friendly won’t hurt her now. We have a deal.” He spied Vario coming, team spread out around him, and scowled. “As long as no one attacks. If that happens, she dies first!”


    Ed kept his focus on Snarly. “What do you want me to do?” Ed was suddenly sure this was a punishment for his past. He hadn’t stuck to the sentence he’d agreed to in Hell, so this was the price he had to pay.


    Descendants listening through the hive were horrified by that thought. Jennifer and Kyle were rushing toward the top deck, but they already knew they wouldn’t arrive in time to help. They were too far away.


    Snarly pointed. “Get into that lifeboat and leave with us. We’ll need your protection out in the open world.”


    Ed saw some of the new police force trying to figure out how to lower a lifeboat, while most of the witnesses stayed back to keep Suzanne from being slaughtered. Ed felt fresh danger sweep over them and knew the calm wasn’t going to last. In this camp, it never did. “I’ll go with you. Tell him to get that knife out of her gut. If he belches, she’ll be impaled.”


    Snarly shrugged. “Best hope he doesn’t belch then.”


    Snarly had gotten the nickname because of the snarl that always stayed on his face, even when he wasn’t in a bad mood. Ed had no idea how Friendly had come to be called such. He was anti-social and put off more bad smells than a sewage plant. Ed assumed the name was a joke, but he didn’t find it funny.


    There were six police members, four ex-Brawlers, and two camp members involved, all wearing kits that had made them look like they were on duty and doing a patrol. Ed cursed himself for not paying attention to the details. Each man was also wearing a heavy coat beneath that kit, a coat that it wasn’t cold enough to have donned yet, along with gloves and hats. Camp members would have assumed their new roles required that gear, but as an Eagle, Ed knew it was out of place. I should have seen it!


    His self-scold went through the hive. Zack and the others agreed. All of them felt rusty at that moment.


    Zack subtly nudged Daniella behind him and took a step forward to cover the movement.


    Snarly put a hand on Ed’s arm. “We won’t be rough with you unless we have to be. Come along now. It’s time to go.”


    Death appeared down on the dock next to the ship. His hood tilted backward as he peered up at the top deck.


    Stingy and Yawny, the other two former Brawlers, began to lower the lifeboat, large arms cranking the pulley.


    Snarly guided Ed toward the boat. “Vario and Zack will finish lowering it. Once we’re in the water, Friendly will let go of your girl and hop overboard. He wants to make the jump. Used to be a big-time swimmer. Says he’s never made a dive from this height.”


    Ed didn’t answer, though he did think Friendly had a death wish.


    Snarly glared at Vario. “Just do what we want, and no one dies on your watch.”


    Vario’s glare said he wouldn’t mind a few deaths if he could pick them, but he motioned his team to stay still. “Let her go. You have what you want.”


    Friendly leered at him over Suzanne’s shoulder.


    Suzanne stiffened as a sense of doom rolled over the deck. I’m going to die here.


    Vario caught her attention. No. Just be still.


    Vario turned his back to them and observed the lifeboat as it lowered enough for the traitors to get into it.


    Friendly dropped the hand around Suzanne’s neck to her shoulder, but he couldn’t reach her breast without letting go of her. He blew rancid breath in her ear. “I wish we had more time together.”


    Suzanne’s anger made the pulse beat in her head, but she knew better than to pick a fight. A magic user had told her she wasn’t going to die. She held tight to that and waited for this to be over.


    The traitors hurried into the lifeboat, jostling for a seat, gloating.


    “Wasn’t as hard as Andy said it would be.”


    “Andy picked the wrong magic user.”


    “An enforcer is better than the others. They have more gifts.”


    Ed peered over the railing and spotted the entity on the dock. Please don’t be here for Suzanne!


    Death swung a hand toward the water.


    Ed wanted to translate that in her favor, but he didn’t know what it meant. He hoped something happened to stop this because he couldn’t. The magic was waiting for him to resist. If he did, it would be his soul that Death collected.


    Suzanne felt something touch her wrist and stiffened again.


    Friendly scowled, muttering in her ear. “Be nice, or you’ll take that dive with me!”


    Suzanne forced her body to relax as fingers curled around her wrist. She tried to go limp as those fingers squeezed in comfort…then jerked her away from her captor.


    The knife slid across her dress and cut a hole in it.


    Kenn lowered his shield, hands already coming out to shove Friendly over the rail.


    Dink! Thud! Thud!


    Kenn grinned wider at each noise. “You didn’t clear the diving board, dude. Gotta take off points for that.”


    Dink! Dink! Splash!


    Kenn swept Suzanne and Cate, determined they were fine, then faced the traitors in the lifeboat. “You’re next.”


    Vario retreated, letting Kenn take the lead. The menace coming from the Marine was impressive.


    Snarly grabbed Ed’s arm and hid behind him. “We own him now. Get back!”


    Kenn kept coming. “If you’re still touching him when I get there, you’re dead. I’m a freelancer who can’t be controlled.”


    Already halfway there, Kenn ignored Ed’s paling face and Suzanne’s plea to help him.


    Snarly shoved Ed forward and hurried into the life raft. “Lower us, and we’ll go!”


    “Be happy to.” Zack reached over and flipped the switch on one side. He knew how the lifeboats worked.


    “No!”


    “Wait!”


    Only one side of the boat dropped down, spilling all of them out.


    Awful screams split the air as the men fell to the dock below.


    Dink-dink-thud-splat!


    None of them survived. It was a long way to fall.


    The hanging boat swung heavily from the chains that were still attached to one side, rattling and groaning, gradually slowing.


    Death flicked his wrist in a creepy wave at the people peering over the railing. Then he vanished.


    Approval and kind words were sent to Cate and Kenn for the rescue, including from Ed. He shook Kenn’s hand. “I owe you both.”


    Kenn waved it off. “It’s what Eagles do.”


    Cate wanted to keep that debt, but honor wouldn’t allow it. “You’d do the same for me.”


    “Yes, Miss Brady, I would.”


    Cate looked up at Suzanne. “Are you okay?”


    Suzanne knelt in front of the little girl who’d literally pulled her from death’s arms. “I’m going to hug you.” She knew the child didn’t like to be touched. “Brace for it.”


    Cate wished all of the normals were like this one. “It’s okay.”


    Suzanne held the girl. “Thank you!”


    Cate hugged her back. “It’s my honor.”


    Debra joined Kenn and Ed near the hanging boat. She’d stayed back and observed the action because she’d sensed Kenn and Cate and knew they didn’t need her to get in the way. “Didn’t snap.”


    Both men had to read her mind to understand.


    Vario didn’t. He knew what she meant because he’d noticed the same thing. “You’re still under the magic bond, Ed. One of them is alive.”


    Everyone scanned the deck to make sure all of the traitors had been in the boat other than Friendly.


    Suzanne peered over the rear of the ship and spied an unwelcome shadow trying to stay afloat. Friendly was clearly injured, but he should have been dead. “How did he survive that fall?!”


    Cate climbed up on the railing and peered over. She smiled. “Count to six.”


    “What?”


    “Just do it.”


    Suzanne began counting. “One. Two. Three.” Lit by that incredibly bright moon, she spotted a familiar shape cutting through the water like a blade. “Four. Five. Six.” Suzanne grinned as the shark bit into Friendly’s stomach and pulled him under. “Good riddance, you stinking bitch.”


    Cate chuckled as the magic holding Ed captive broke, freeing him. “You should come sit with us kids sometime. We’d have fun learning stuff from you. We miss computers too.”


    Suzanne watched the ripples settle in the dark water, considering how she now felt. Her dislike of magic had lessened, and her hatred for stupid people had increased. “I just might do that, kiddo.”


    “Good.” Cate went to join Kenn. She was smiling.


    She wasn’t missing Bret right now. Her mood was better, and it made her more approachable, more likable. Kenn knew that was why they’d been put together, but he was enjoying the job too. It was fun to work with someone who was just as bloodthirsty as himself.


    Cate agreed. “Come on. We have time to spar in the cage before our shift ends.”


    Kenn groaned, but followed her toward the ramp. “I still have bruises from my last run. Be nice to me this time?”


    “Nah. There’s no fun in that.”


    People laughed and resumed what they’d been doing. The mess on the dock and the hanging lifeboat would be handled in the morning.


    Daniella stood by the railing and scanned the dock for Death to reappear. “I thought he was supposed to warn us.”


    “Maybe just being able to see him is the warning.” Zack steered Daniella toward the ramp. He’d had enough of topside for one day.


    “Let’s get a snack in the mess.”


    “Okay.” Zack paused to glance down at his medical pants and shirt. “Maybe I should change first.”


    Daniella patted his arm. “I think you look cute, like I snuck you out for some play time.”


    Zack beamed. Daniella made him feel younger, more carefree. It was a nice change from what he’d gone through with Allison.


    It helped that the bright light in his mind was gone now. He didn’t know if it was related to what had just happened, but he was glad the flashes had stopped.


    Daniella glanced at him. “Are you a Seer?”


    Zack made the connection. “That would explain why I keep catching little bursts that don’t make sense!”


    Daniella nodded. “My sister and I are Seers. When the visions first came, we only got flickers of a few seconds at a time.”


    “Maybe I was viewing something that could have happened here and didn’t because Kenn and Cate stopped it.”


    “Could be.” Daniella liked knowing that their child would be a Seer as well. She’d spent time locked and hated it, even though it had been her idea. That was why her records didn’t have her type listed, but after this latest attempt to capture a magic user, she was suddenly glad that she was unlocked now, and the normals didn’t know. She wanted it to stay that way.


    She smiled at Zack. “Let’s get that snack and play some cards while we eat.”


    “You have a deck?”


    Daniella patted her pocket. “I think of everything.”


    Zack laughed and led her to the ramp. He frowned at Debra as they went by.


    It bothered Debra that Zack didn’t think she should be around the boss, that she had a short fuse, that she’d killed Allison too quickly. She was staying clear of leadership right now, and thinking about those accusations to determine if she needed to make changes or if she needed to tell Zack to go to hell.


    Debra resumed watching Vario and his team, wondering if Theo’s words were true.


    Vario caught Debra’s attention as the others left. “I’m not, you know.”


    Debra fought the self-consciousness she’d always been saddled with and lost. You’re not what?


    Vario came over to her. “Don’t do that.”


    Do what?


    “Hide your voice because it’s too loud or too rough. I like everything about you.”


    Debra blushed.


    Vario didn’t leer at her body in the Eagle clothes or stare at her pretty lips that held no trace of makeup. She was beautiful without it. He kept his eyes on hers, showing respect that he was sure she didn’t get much of.


    His XO recognized the tactic and smirked. Vario usually got what he wanted because he knew how to chase dreams without scaring them away.


    Debra stole a fast glance at his XO. “You’re not?”


    Vario shook his head. “No. I’ve never bounced on my XO, and I don’t want a harem.”


    Debra didn’t ask what he did want. She wasn’t ready for that conversation. But she held his gaze and didn’t flinch when he reached for her hand.


    Vario kissed her palm, then let go. He gave her a low bow, then rejoined his team to finish their round of this deck.


    Debra stared at him with longing all over her face. Then she continued tracking the bad feeling that had brought her up here. It wasn’t gone, even though the latest traitors were.


    Ed went to Suzanne, who was still standing by the rear railing. He didn’t ask if she was okay. He just stood there and waited for her to shout or cry if she needed to.


    “You’re trained to handle situations like this, right?”


    Ed frowned. “Yes.”


    “Why didn’t you?”


    “Magic laws don’t allow us to resist when we’re caught.”


    “But you weren’t, at first. You could have refused because it wasn’t your life they were threatening.”


    He smiled sadly as he understood that’s what she had expected him to do. “I’d never run from my honor that way and leave you to face evil alone. I was made to defend the normals.”


    “And if I had been a magic user?”


    “Then it’s you they might have tried to kidnap. There are always prices to pay for magic, and few of them are good.”


    Suzanne eased closer. “I think you’re good.”


    Ed smiled again, happier this time. He held out an arm. “Finish our walk?”


    “I’d love to.”


    Desire hit him hard as she wrapped her hand around his arm. He pushed into her mind, gently. We can go somewhere safer, more private.


    She decided to answer him mentally, to get over her aversion to it. Private communications might save his life the next time someone tried to kidnap him. Where?


    Ed grinned. Did you ever neck under the bleachers at a school event?


    She snorted. Once. It didn’t go well. We were caught by a teacher.


    Want to try it again? I happen to know the teachers are busy right now.


    Yes, actually, I do.


    Ed led her toward the ramp as his heart finally found a calmer rhythm. Seeing her in danger wasn’t something he was going to forget. I’ll start new training lessons tomorrow, and I know exactly who I’m going to ask for them.


    Ed looked ahead, to where Kenn was sweeping Cate up with one big arm and putting her on his back while she laughed like there hadn’t just been danger and death. They had an interesting partnership.


    Kenn glanced over his shoulder.


    Ed nodded to him.


    Kenn turned back around. Start your training with me, finish it with Marc.


    Ed smiled. Great idea.


    Kenn and Cate vanished, presumably to keep searching for trouble while people believed they were sparring in the cage.


    It was comforting to know they had invisible guards roaming the ship. Ed hoped Suzanne would agree with that now.


    Suzanne tugged Ed toward the elevator, cheeks turning red.


    Ed sensed what she’d just decided and didn’t argue. When the elevator closed them in dim quiet, he pulled her into his arms and held her for the short ride.


    Suzanne snuggled against his strong body, unable to keep from feeling something for him. He didn’t let me die. He was willing to go with them to save me!


    Ed took her hand as the door opened. “Are you sure about this? I was going to play around a little for our first time, but take things slow.”


    “I know. That’s why I’m in the lead now.” She pulled him into the clean hallway of the descendant deck.


    Ed let her take them to his cabin, not responding to the leers of those who were here. Many of them had stayed behind during evening mess for the same reason. The sounds coming from other cabins echoed the noises he hoped they would be making a few minutes from now.


    Suzanne paused at the entrance to his quarters.


    Ed liked her for that. “You can enter.”


    She opened the door, pulled him inside, and shut it with a quick motion that made him laugh.


    Ed’s small single-person cabin was perfectly neat, with a made bed, dusted surfaces, and rows of old coins lined up on a shelf by the tiny window. She immediately thought of Adrian. He’d done the same thing, back when Safe Haven was a traveling refugee camp that had picked her up, taken her in, protected her. Like they did tonight.


    Another chunk of her fear broke away and fell to the spotless carpet.


    “Thank you.” She started removing her sweater, nipples hardening.


    Ed swallowed, body coming alive with need. “It’s my honor.”


    “Yes, and I like that, but it’s not your honor I’m interested in right now.”


    Ed’s tone lowered into husky, hard, horny. “Good, because I’d rather give you some lip service, then an hour of rocking and rolling.”


    “That magic mouth is what I came for.” She giggled, locking the door.


    The sound took away his ability to do anything but give her the service they both needed.


    



     

  


  
    ​Chapter Thirty


    Conclusions


     


     


     


    1


    “I needed that.” Angela held onto Marc as they left the small cabin.


    Marc ignored the bad feeling that was already starting to sink back into his gut. “The soak or the sex?”


    Before she could answer, he chuckled. “I know. It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”


    She laughed with him, enjoying these last few peaceful minutes before they resumed their conflicting roles.


    The halls around them were too drafty for wet hair, but Angela was still glad they’d done it. Besides the great sex and Marc’s mind being calmer, her skin was smoother now from soaking. The rough patches weren’t gone, but this would help.


    Angela smiled at one of the cameras, projecting cool confidence that observing residents would feel and be comforted by. She wanted them to think she was doing a patrol.


    “Are you?”


    “In a way.” Angela didn’t chase the bad feeling, though. That would come later.


    When she detoured toward the weapons room, Marc’s good mood dipped.


    Angela unlocked the door and entered.


    Marc flipped on the light and then shut it. The deck around them was empty. He hoped it stayed that way. He wanted sleep after sex, not blood. Killing wouldn’t give either of them sweet dreams.


    Marc did wonder how many people knew the new weapons room was here. It was isolated this time, telling him it wasn’t another honey pot. It was outfitted to last, and to hold a lot more than the other one. It had been ugly to think of cleaning up after Charlie. He was glad they didn’t have to. The old weapons room had been stripped and almost everything in it had been burned, including the walls.


    Angela handed Marc a backpack. “Hold this open.”


    Marc did it without asking why she was filling it with holstered handguns and loaded magazines. He hoped it was to take them to another location and not to use them. But that would explain my upset gut.


    He refused to ask what was happening. If she wants me to know, she’ll tell me. I have to stop stepping on her toes.


    Angela knew that wouldn’t last long, so she enjoyed it while she could. “Put it on.”


    Marc put the pack on over his kit. His kit only had a few items in it right now. The fit wasn’t uncomfortable.


    Angela slid two extra magazines into her belt, then did the same to Marc’s belt.


    Marc noticed she was using her damaged hand, forcing it to work. He approved, though this wasn’t going to be enough for her to recover full use. That hand needed a lot of work.


    “I’ll jackoff fantasizing about you every day for a few weeks. It should be able to lift my huge balls by then.”


    Marc snickered. “I love it when you talk dirty.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind when we have our next private moment.” Angela took a key from her pocket and opened locker 204. She took out an envelope.


    Marc saw the rest of the locker was empty.


    Angela shut it and locked it. “This is Adrian’s burn box.”


    Marc didn’t like the concern that came with that statement. He didn’t want to worry about Adrian. But I do. “It isn’t safe here?”


    “Probably.” She gave him a small shrug. “I’m nosey. I want to know what’s in it.”


    Angela opened the envelope.


    Marc hated the jealousy that rose, but he didn’t fight it. He stood behind her and read over her shoulder.


     


    Angie, you asked me for ideas to help with that stubborn husband of yours. I came up with some solutions that I didn’t want to mention on the top deck while we were surrounded by the camp. I suggest using the first one and the last one, in combination. And since I’m sure he’s over your shoulder: Let her read my damn letter in peace, Marc! Go do some pushups and give her a break from your constant fear!


     


    Marc winced. Then he dropped to the floor by her feet and started doing pushups in a hard, fast rhythm that rekindled Angela’s desire back into a crackling fire. “Nice form there, Brady.”


    Marc sniggered and kept doing pushups.


    Angela’s attention wanted to stay on his flexing muscles. She forced her focus back to Adrian’s letter.


     


    He feels like you’re always perfect, and he can’t live up to that. If you do something bad or wrong, intentionally, he’d have something to use in those moments that proves you can make mistakes too.


    You could also ream his ass for cheating. You never really have, and by keeping your cool, you’ve made him feel like he has to punish both of you for it. Yell at him, just one time, and see if that changes his thought process. You could threaten to let my sister have his ownership papers, but that lie might backfire since he wants to plug her. She’d die happy, though, so I had to throw that in, for my family, you understand.


    Another option is to tell him the truth about the slavery plan. He thinks you mean it, Angie. You needed to convince everyone, and you did, but you went overboard. Make it clear that it was a ruse so the rumors would fly while you two are apart. It was a clever reason for your split, and it will give you an in with the allies we’ll need, but it might cost you a husband. Tell him the truth and hope he can play the role the way you need him to.


    You were dealt rough hands in this life. You and I both know he wasn’t supposed to tolerate that lab for so long, but his guilt ate him up, and it caused the cards to fall badly. At some point, you have to stop hating yourself for it. Forgiving ourselves is hard, but letting it eat away at our happiness isn’t a healthy way to deal with failure. I’m your mentor, your friend, and Marc willing, your lover at some point, and I’m telling you right now to stop it. You’ve punished yourself enough. Confess to your husband and let him share the pain. That’s what partners are for. No one needs to go through something like this alone.


    And that brings me to the last suggestion. Tell him to quit disrespecting you. Marc is an honorable man. He’ll stop it as soon as you tell him to. If you have to keep punishing yourself for your mistakes, find a different way.


    Now, for my burn box material.


    It’s none of your fucking business! Stay out of my past. I don’t invade yours, and I’ll thank you to give me the same space, no matter if we become lovers or if we end this apocalyptic life as bitter enemies. Some horrors do not need to be retold. Living them once was more than enough.


    I love you.


    -Adrian.


    PS. Don’t forget to ask him how many pushups he did. It’ll make him happy that you care enough to ask, and we need that emotion from him. His happiness is a balm to our tortured souls.


    Until we meet again, keep jerking off to the thought of me. I’ll happily do the same.


     


    Marc burst out laughing.


    Angela stored the letter in her pocket. “He put this here before our moment in the lounge.”


    Marc did another pushup, then rose. “It’s intimidating, how alike you two are when it comes to brains. You already gave me something bad to bitch about when I feel like I can’t compete.”


    “And he made sure you knew the truth about some things with this letter.” Angela paused. “How many pushups?”


    Marc preened. “Thirty-nine.”


    “That fast?” Angela groaned. “I’m never going to be able to pass the Marine workout requirements.”


    Marc recognized the tactic, but it did make him feel good. It made him want to help her. “When you’re ready, we’ll do sets together. I can show you some tricks to make it easier.”


    “Awesome!” Angela moved them on so he wouldn’t dwell on the manipulation even though he knew it was happening. “Did you show Kendle the same tricks?”


    Marc froze.


    Angela faced him, letting her anger show in full for the first time. “I’m glad she’s dead. I can’t believe you fucked that hole and then lied to me about it for months. I don’t care if you believed you were dying on that run! You betrayed me!”


    Marc realized she was going through all of Adrian’s solutions and felt his heart lighten because it meant she would cover the others too. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela drew in a calming breath. “It almost made me accept Adrian into my bed. I let him kiss me. But I was so pissed at you! If he’d waited a few days, it might have worked and then we wouldn’t be together now.”


    Marc smiled sadly at her. “Thank you for refusing him.”


    “Thank you for killing her so I didn’t have to.” She saw his eyes darken and shrugged coldly at his pain. “Imagine how much worse it would be if I’d slit her throat. You never would have forgiven me for it. At least this way, we might get past it in a few hundred years.”


    Marc chuckled, amazed by how this awkward conversation was making him feel better. “Keep going?”


    Angela was also happy that it was going so well. Adrian is a genius. I need to use that more often. “Do I need to threaten to give you to Amanda when we go home?”


    Marc knew she was joking. “You could, but I’d just run away.”


    “Mitchels are trackers.”


    “Then I’d end her too.” Marc didn’t feel guilt this time. Am I over it now?


    “No, but you’ve conquered another wall. I’m proud of you. Change is hard. Most people make fun of others for not doing it while refusing to do it themselves. You’re ahead of the pack.”


    Marc grabbed his crotch. “You’d best believe it!”


    Angela’s surprised laughter settled his uneasy stomach. Marc waited for her to finish Adrian’s list, eager to have the results. She’s right. He’s a genius that we don’t use enough.


    “I expected you to unleash all of your fury on that lab. I thought I’d only need to offer you a ride home. I assumed your father would be dead, by your hand, and everyone there would be sorted and liberated, or removed.” She kept eye contact. “What happened?”


    Marc refused to let his broken brain avoid the truth. “I meant it when I said none of us were supposed to come out of there. We’re all damaged, corrupt assholes who need to leave this world so we don’t bleed off onto others.” He sighed miserably. “I still feel that way most of the time.”


    “You blame me.”


    “Not exactly.” He forced himself to maintain that eye contact. “I push you because I know at some point you’ll remove me. And in your grief and guilt over it, you’ll do what I couldn’t and kill them all.”


    “Because you hate this camp and everyone in it.”


    “Most days… No. Not anymore. My time in the medical bay helped break through that cold shield around my heart. I only hate some of the people here now.”


    “That’s an improvement. It will get better when you spend time with the kids, but there will always be people you hate.” She gave him more truth. “There will always be people I hate, and I’ll always need someone to remove them when my guilt and honor won’t let me do it.”


    “You have Kyle for that.” Marc made a face. “And Kenn.”


    “Do you think two killers are enough to remove all of the corrupt souls in this world?”


    Marc realized that was true. “No. Not even 200 would be enough.”


    “Exactly. You don’t have to give up everything you left me for. I need Marines. I need killers. I need the lone wolf who can handle solo runs and still command a fire team. I need the hunter who can train Sarah to be lethal, to call the Creator, and to control herself.” She reached out and ran a hand along his big arm. “I need you.”


    His eyes blazed. “Say it!”


    Angela did. “You’re done disrespecting me. We’re not going to hurt each other anymore. You’ve accepted your place in my plans. It fulfills all those secrets needs and desires. In return, I’m going to love you for all your faults and flaws, forever, no matter where we are or what we’re doing. You’ll always be first in my heart, even if we let Adrian into our lives. I’ll walk away from him in a heartbeat, but I’ll never let go of you. We’ll be together even after we die because I’ve decreed it to be so and no one will dare refuse my right to have that for all the hell I’ve gone through. You’re mine and I’m yours and nothing will ever change it.” She kissed him.


    Deep magic settled over them and sank in, binding their souls together in ways that even destiny hadn’t been able to do.


    Marc felt more connected to her now. He didn’t ask if she was sure. He didn’t need to. He could feel her happiness as if it was his own. “Thank you for loving me.”


    “Anytime.” She grinned. “Just call first.”


    He enjoyed the stillness in his mind as he asked a question that would have angered him before. “How long have you known you could use magic to bind us together without charms?”


    “Since Little Rock.” She stiffened a little. “A lot of things changed for me in that cursed city. Adrian told me about Conner’s mother. I figured it out from there.”


    “Didn’t she betray him with his team?”


    “She was charmed, but yes. And it didn’t matter. They were still bound together. When she called for Adrian, he answered.”


    “He loved her still.”


    “And he loves her now. Even after death, Brady. This type of magic will hold that long.” She answered his next question before he asked it. “I wasn’t going to bind us together that way until I was sure we would be happy with it, that we both wanted it…that you deserved it.”


    “I had to suffer first.”


    She nodded. “I’m sorry. After our past, I had to be sure I could stand to be bound to someone who might do that to me again.”


    “I never will.”


    Angela held onto him and kept her thoughts to herself. Because she knew it wasn’t true. Marc was a runner, and even magic couldn’t change that. But I’ll give him missions, and we’ll share our life with Adrian, and, in the end, it will be enough.


    Angela stepped out of his arms. “I want to swing by the medical bay now.”


    Marc held the door for her, then locked it without feeling impatient. He knew she would finish the explanations from Adrian’s letter. It was so much better, so different from what he’d been feeling, that Marc struggled against the emotions.


    “Why are men really afraid to cry?”


    “Because it hurts. Seriously. It burns, and it makes us look like a raccoon trying to take a shit. Who wants that?”


    Angela chuckled. “Fair enough.”


    Marc had been keeping track of her thoughts as she read the letter. It did bother him that she’d told Adrian her secrets.


    Angela didn’t want to make him feel bad, but the truth mattered. “I didn’t tell him any of this, Marc. He just knows. He knows I don’t support slavery. He knows I’ll never allow that to take hold, even if I have to sacrifice this camp to stop it.”


    Relief went through Marc’s heart.


    Angela felt it. “I really did oversell it.”


    “And the other women here don’t want it either?”


    “No. They have sons! How could they support something that would hurt their babies?!”


    He flushed at the tone that said he should have known.


    Angela softened that sharp bite. “You were broken in childhood, and your father is the biggest woman-hater I’ve ever met. Give yourself a break, and I’ll do the same, okay?”


    “I’ll try.” Self-loathing was what had driven him for decades. He wasn’t sure if being kind to himself would produce the same results.


    Angela wasn’t either. “There’s always something to dislike about ourselves. That’s what makes humanity great.”


    Marc chuckled at her sarcasm.


    Angela slowed her pace so they had time to finish this conversation while they were alone. Most people were still at evening mess. The eating would be over by now, but gossiping while watching the monitors and finishing their drinks would be in full swing. Without the boss there to impede it, tongues would wag for another hour, an hour that Angela was counting on to get a few more things handled. “I chose Cody to deal with the Sorter so I could verify his power over that realm. I coached him during a single dream walk, and he remembered every bit of it. He was made for the job I’m giving him. He’ll be a great and terrible ruler who brings people together and rips apart rebellions in one swing. All will tremble before his wrath and rejoice in his approval.”


    “He’s really not going to be a figurehead.”


    “Not even close. I needed everyone to think that, to protect him. If they knew he was going to be a true king…”


    “They would try to kidnap him to control that power.”


    “They would try to kill him to stop a male from getting that position, Marc. Even the Sorter recognized his lineage.”


    “Is that why you didn’t give it to Cate?”


    Angela sighed. “No. Cate isn’t smart enough to do the job. I love her. You know I do, and it hurts me a bit to believe that about any child, but her time in the labs damaged her brain. She’s a killer first and a thinker second.”


    “Like her father.”


    Angela tried to be gentle. “Yes. Her brother is the brains. She’ll keep him alive and remove anyone who stands against him.”


    “Is that the only reason you didn’t pick her?”


    Angela kept going with the honesty. “No. If I’d put a female in that position, others would have begun doing the same. Thanks to my choice, some of them now believe a male has to get the job as a figurehead. In time, those figureheads will rebel and stop slavery in other lands. I couldn’t give it to a female, even though deep down I want women in charge of a fair and free society. I made the only choice that gave both genders a future.”


    It soothed Marc to hear that she was fighting a baser urge, like he often did. “You said the Sorter recognized his lineage.”


    “Yes. Cody is a son of Adam’s line, thus giving him the right to lead mankind.”


    Marc frowned. “Charlie is my firstborn.”


    “But he doesn’t want my job. By the time he does, I won’t give it to him over the one who eagerly absorbed my teaching and training. Charlie has fought me at every turn, refusing my lessons and avoiding my advice. I warned him it would go badly with Tracy, and he still claimed her instead of just having sex and moving on. With his choices, he ruined his chance at being a leader. My heir cannot be so much like me that he won’t listen.” Angela’s voice dropped into a set tone. “I gave Cody the job. It’s his until he dies.”


    Marc had to ask. “Does he stop it? Is he strong enough?”


    “He not only stops slavery, he helps me bring about peace. The rest of the world leaders are so scared of that kid that they obey the deals they make. His anger eclipses both mine and yours.”


    Marc found that hard to believe. “I assume that will come from the training you’ll give him?”


    Angela glanced at him, judging if he was ready to hear the truth.


    Marc was able to give her what she needed this time. “Tell me when you’re ready. I can wait.”


    Angela decided to go ahead. “Cody isn’t just byzan. He’s the next level that we don’t have a name for yet. He can copy any gift, any charm, any spell. Before he’s even a teenager, he’ll be able to combine all of that power in ways that most of us would never think of. His gifts are going to rival Sarah’s.”


    Marc paled. “He’ll be hunted.”


    “Yes, but not right away. People will believe he’s a figurehead for a while; we’ll find ways to blame his growing gifts on me, you, Sarah, and Jennifer. Once we return for the final battle, we won’t be able to hide it anymore, but by then, he’ll be strong enough to wipe out armies on his own. We’ll teach him who to trust.”


    “No one but family,” Marc stated flatly.


    “And even that may be too much, but we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.” Angela paused outside the medical bay and changed the subject. “Dace is about to wake up.”


    “You’ve seen it.”


    She nodded. “I’m still studying how some things are destined to be. Dace was injured and lost his ability to use his legs. For a while, he couldn’t remember anything. Now, he’s recovered his mobility, though he’ll have a lot of work to do. In return, something else has been taken from him. No matter what he does, he will never be fully recovered from the injury he sustained on the submarine.”


    Marc knew moments like this were hard on her, but he could also feel her fascination through their new bond. He put his back to her and watched the halls for problems so she could concentrate.


    Angela stepped closer to the medical bay entrance, listening and observing through Anna’s mind. The kind widow didn’t know she was broadcasting live to the hive right now. Angela slid in and took advantage of it without asking permission. I’m the alpha. I don’t always follow the rules.


    Marc stayed alert and took pride in being trusted with her life again.


    Cameras captured that and sent it out to monitors all through the ship. It was proof that the power couple was trying to work things out, but the audience noticed there was distance between them and understood they weren’t at peace.


    Marc felt the concern and hid a smirk. He and Angie were fine now, but she needed everyone to believe their fighting was what caused him to leave when it was time for the kill team to be sent out. Helping that along, Marc rotated toward her, frowned slightly, then faced another direction for a scan.


    Angela also hid a smirk. Marc was more than capable of pretending. She wished she’d confided in him sooner, but the realism she’d created would have an impact that even he would be stunned by when they went home.


    “Have you figured out that mystery yet?”


    “No.” Angela knew a surprise was waiting for her there, but looking ahead had only given blurry images of armies and battles. The leaders of those forces had remained in the shadows. “I’ll keep working on it.”


    “I have no doubt of that.” Marc stopped distracting her as the mood shifted. That bad feeling returned in force as Dace opened his eyes.


     


     


    2


    “Where am I?”


    “You’re in the rear wing of the medical bay.” Terry shined a penlight into Dace’s eyes to check his pupil dilation response.


    Dace had a purple bruise on his forehead. Jack’s chin held the matching proof of their fight. That was the extent of the damage as far as he could tell, but Jack hadn’t woken yet. Terry doubted he would for a while. He’d taken one hell of a hit. “I’m the Chief Medical Officer.”


    “I know who you are.” Dace blinked at the bright light. “What happened?”


    “You got into a fight and knocked yourself out.” Terry leaned back, observing. “Do you remember any of it?”


    Dace spied his brother on a cot nearby. “I was fighting with Jack.”


    Terry waited to see if Dace remembered why. He was too tired to try to keep the bitter man from hurting Jack again, though. He stayed ready to shout for Kyle.


    Dace rubbed his sore forehead. “We used to do this a lot when we were kids. We liked to brawl.”


    When Dace didn’t say anything else, Terry decided to keep observing. “Lisa’s waiting in the hall. Can she come in?”


    Dace smiled. “Of course! I don’t want her to worry.”


    Terry stared.


    Dace’s smile slowly faded. “Is something wrong? Is the baby okay?”


    “The baby’s fine. She just needs more food and less stress.”


    Dace blinked and grinned again. “I’ll stop keeping her up so late playing Battleship.”


    “Okay.” Terry rose. “Let’s get you to the bathroom before she comes in.”


    Dace pushed himself up onto his elbows and waited to be lifted.


    Terry motioned. “You can walk now.”


    Dace’s face lit up. “Really?!” He tried to swing his legs to the side of the bed and only managed to slide over an inch.


    “Wow. That’s hard.”


    Terry watched as Dace got himself to the edge of the bed. It seemed like his motor skills were returning. “I’ll give you an arm. Just stand there for a minute and let your body adjust to being upright.”


    “It’s been so long!” Dace pushed onto his feet and began crying as his legs held him in place. They were shaking, and his muscles were sending out waves of pain, but they were working. “I’m not a cripple anymore!”


    Terry grimaced at the insensitive word, but he didn’t scold Dace for it. The man could call himself whatever he wanted.


    “Congratulations.” Terry held Dace’s arm and most of his weight as he stumbled toward the bathroom.


    “I can walk! Lisa! I can walk!”


     


    Sitting in the hallway outside, Lisa let out a relieved breath. “He’ll be my old Dace again now. Things will be better for us.”


    Kyle was standing by the medical desk. Terry had asked him to come by and hang around for a while. “I hope you’re right.”


    The medical bay was quiet and empty. Everyone but the medics and assistants were having evening mess and discussing everything that had happened on the top deck with Ed. They were all trying to find Cate and Kenn on the screens now.


    Kyle nodded to their guard, Selina, as he stepped over to Anna. The pregnant widow was once again filing folders of patients who’d been treated recently or needed their records updated.


    Selina moved toward the hallway so she didn’t get distracted. She’d volunteered for a double to help guard the medical bay, but also to shield herself from the people who were now trying to make friends with her so she would convince Marc to work on their teeth right away.


    Selina had verified that the man she’d killed really had been a dentist, more’s the pity because Marc was all they had now. The pill he’d given Marc had been a normal muscle relaxer used commonly before the war in dental offices across the planet. The medics weren’t sure why it had affected Marc so strongly, but it had been added to his file, and that bottle of pills had been pulled from use until they could be tested.


    Kyle stopped next to Anna. “Is Dalton able to have kids?”


    Anna stiffened, cheeks turning red. “Why ask me? And what does it matter?”


    Kyle ignored her defensive tone. “The boss said I should ask a medic since we don’t have a privacy law anymore.”


    Anna scowled. “I’m not going to tell you that. It’s none of your business!”


    Kyle brushed by her and opened the middle drawer.


    Anna considered pushing him away from it, but they really didn’t have the right to privacy anymore, and he’d spoken with the boss first. She settled for a deep frown and a disapproving tone. “Why do you want that information?”


    Kyle found Dalton’s file and opened it. “I want to know if he’s using you to get your baby.”


    Anna stopped cold, stunned by his answer. I never considered that.


    “He said what he wants from you is more important than sex, and then he stopped talking.” Kyle glanced through the basic information in Dalton’s file and found the box for fertility. It was empty. “He hasn’t been tested yet.”


    “You could just ask me.”


    They both turned to find Dalton coming through the main entrance.


    “It is my nuts you’re discussing.”


    Kyle decided to be blunt. “You’re new here, Mr. Hamilton, and she’s a valued member of our camp. You’re a man-slut who bunny-hopped three dozen hares before deciding to settle down with our only pregnant widow. Tell me you wouldn’t be curious if our roles were reversed.”


    Dalton crossed his arms over his chest. “I would ask you about it and go from there.”


    “Fine. Are you after her for the baby?”


    “Yes.”


    Everyone stared, even Lisa, who was torn between Dace’s happiness and Kyle’s interrogation.


    Kyle’s good hand went to his knife handle. “Perhaps you should explain.”


    Dalton’s lips drew into a sneer. “Now you want an explanation.”


    “So do I.” Anna put both hands over her belly bump.


    Dalton snatched his file from Kyle, not afraid of the dangerous Eagle. “I’ve bunny-hopped my whole life. I’ve never had a single scare of fatherhood. I didn’t get tested because I’ve always assumed I’m incapable of breeding.” His tone lowered into pain and personal misery. “I’m tired of hopping. I want a family, and a pregnant widow might be my only shot at one.” Dalton didn’t need to chase ghosts. They were always with him.


    Kyle was reading the man’s thoughts. He could tell Dalton wasn’t lying. “What about the mother?”


    Dalton smiled without looking at Anna. “She’s dangerous, single, and likes me when I’m a mess. I can be happy with her.”


    “And loyal?”


    “What are you, her brother?!”


    “In ways.” Kyle waited for an answer, not caring if Anna didn’t want him to protect her. I would do this for any of my friends.


    Anna warmed to Kyle. Thank you.


    Dalton glanced between them, almost able to feel them communicating. “She hasn’t asked me for loyalty.”


    “And if she does?”


    “She’ll get it and then some, but my hopping days are over even if she doesn’t.”


    Kyle held up his hand. “Back over to you.”


    Anna shook her head. “I have nothing further to add to the chaos.”


    “Good.” Dalton handed her the file and then took a remote from his pocket. He hit the button on it.


    The speakers clicked on. Music began coming through them, soft, a little sad, and being sung by a voice that was very familiar.


    Anna blushed as she realized it was a love song and it was for her.


    “It’s the first ballad I’ve recorded since the war.” Dalton went toward the rear wing to see if Terry needed anything from him. “If you don’t like it, please don’t tell me. It might crush the recovery I’m working on.”


    Anna was already tearing up. “Not a chance of that.” The gesture was so romantic that she couldn’t deny these new feelings for him. “Mr. Hamilton?”


    He stopped, turned. “Yes, Ms. Dormer?”


    “I do want loyalty. You’re mine. No hopping on any other bunny.”


    “Done. On one condition.” Dalton grinned at her. “You can’t have my fantastic body until after you deliver.”


    Anna frowned. “It won’t hurt the baby.”


    “I’m not taking that chance.”


    Anna liked it that he cared so much about her child. So did the baby. Warmth spread through her stomach. “Deal.”


    Dalton gestured toward the speakers. “The second song is the best one.” He tapped on Dace’s door and entered.


    Anna wiped away tears and resumed working.


    Kyle took a seat by Lisa, satisfied that he’d pushed that moment along. Angela was giving them all small moments to nudge so they got some hands-on experience. Kyle felt Angela near the rear exit, out in the hallway. She was determining if Dace needed to be removed. If he does, someone else will have to do it. I’m getting soft, I guess. I like him despite his nasty attitude.


    Lisa smiled. “Same.”


    Kyle had forgotten she was carrying a descendant child and could read thoughts because of that. It felt like he was forgetting a lot of things since Neil’s run. I should have taken a little more off time before I jumped back in. “Did you try to heal him?”


    “Yes, but Greg’s baby already wants to be with his dad. It refused to even try.”


    Kyle ignored the bad feeling creeping into his stomach. He knew what was coming tonight. He blocked it from his thoughts. “Be careful with him.”


    Lisa’s hand went over her stomach. “I will.”


    Dace’s door opened. Dalton came out. “He’d like to see you now.”


    Lisa hurried in.


    Kyle lifted a brow at Dalton. He could feel the man’s concern.


    Dalton shrugged. “It’s another injury, Terry thinks. Dace can’t remember some things.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like hating Lisa’s baby, or why he was fighting with his brother. He believes they’ve all been happy this entire time, and they were just having some brotherly fun when they both got knocked out.”


    Kyle was relieved. “Maybe we should encourage that impression.”


    Dalton nodded. “That’s what Terry said. I’m on my way to tell the others how he wants us to handle it.”


    “Terry doesn’t use mental communication with normals because it scares most of them, and you’re not a magic user. How are you communicating with him without Dace hearing it?”


    Dalton held up a sticky note. “You need to get out more.”


    Kyle laughed.


    Dalton left.


    In the medical room, Lisa clapped as Dace walked to her.


     


    Out in the hallway, Angela turned toward her husband. “For reasons I have yet to figure out, he is destined to never fully recover. This is the condition we need to hope he keeps.”


    “Agreed.” Marc waited patiently to see what she wanted to do next.


    “I need to make a dangerous stop now...”


    Marc heard the concern. “The drug is out of my system. No headache now, and I’m fully awake. I can handle whatever you need from me.”


    Angela held out a hand. “Take me to bed?”


    Marc kissed it. “Finally, something I excel at!”
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    “I’ll be in danger.” Angela got comfortable on Marc’s chest. “This won’t be a good visit. I expect distractions, and brute force to make me stay.”


    Marc’s arms tightened as he rumbled beneath her. “Not on my watch.”


    Angela tried to calm herself. She detested going there now. “Promise?”


    Marc hated it that she was scared. He didn’t know what had changed in her control over that realm, but it didn’t matter. “I’ll wipe him from existence, Angie. No one will ever be allowed to keep you, except me.”


    “I love you.”


    “Same.” Marc shut his eyes. “Let’s get this over with.”


    He braced to go to Hell.


     


    He woke in the Weigh Station.


    A young voice rang out before Marc’s vision had adjusted to the brightness of the clouds. “I won. I told you she was talking about coming here!”


    “We’ll settle that bet later. Right now, just memorize the exact place where she’s standing.”


    Marc recognized Doug’s voice in dismay. There wasn’t a shred of welcome in that tone, only a wild desire for freedom.


    The main room up here still held the huge fireplace, but only one chessboard. The walls, floors, and ceiling of clouds made more sense now to Marc, but the Marine inside still hated having a limited view.


    Angela lowered her arms to her sides, not speaking as all of the residents came closer to see where she was standing. Not even the kids had a welcome for her. Drew and Ozzie were as near as it came to that. Their faces were blank masks as they stood in the rear of the group. The 11 souls living here were physically unchanged, but nothing else was the same. Blue robes, sandals, and golden lapel pins adorned healthy bodies and corrupted minds.


    I’ve lost them. Angela was horrified.


    Drew met her eyes. Not all of us, but soon, I won’t have the energy left to fight their bad choices. Doug is our leader. The magic here makes us obey him.


    Marc stayed pressed against her, ready to bring up his shield while he read their thoughts.


    If we hold her, the adults can get her to make a deal and take us back to Safe Haven.


    That was in the minds of all the kids, telling Marc they’d been charmed or brainwashed, though he wasn’t sure there was a difference between the two. Both were equally dangerous. “You’ve poisoned the kids!”


    Donald flushed.


    Doug glared. “We’re tired of just existing here while you get to live!”


    The kids inched closer, waiting for the order to use their gifts. Even Ginny stood with them, not fighting against the pack.


    Marc figured out Romeo had been working on her while the others worked on him. And it all trickled down from the top, from Doug.


    Angela let her anger rise so it would get her through this. She didn’t want to hurt any of them, but that was going to be the only option. “Let’s talk about how we can make this easier for you.”


    Doug scowled. “Stop pretending you care about us! This is a prison!”


    “Yes, it is, and you wanted to be put here.” Marc glowered at Doug. “I remember you begging her to give you any afterlife she could. She did that, and look at how you’re repaying her.”


    “Shut up! You have no right to even speak to us. We’re above you!”


    Marc was shocked by Donald’s shout, but even more so by the ugliness coming over the faces of the children. Even Romeo was waiting for the violence to start so he could partake.


    Angela waved. “Get the board, Marc.”


    “No!” Doug stepped toward it.


    The kids started to lift shields around Marc to stop him.


    Half of the adults reached out to grab Angela.


    Drew put a hand on Donald’s arm. “Don’t!”


    “This isn’t the way to handle it.” Ozzie tried to reach Doug, but the big man sidestepped him and advanced.


    Angela began firing.


    Marc hurried to the chessboard while she delivered pain punishments that sent screams and shrieks through the cloudy walls. He lifted the surprisingly light board beneath one arm. The pieces stuck to it like magnets. “Ready.”


    Angela kept firing. Most of the residents were now on their knees or stomachs, crying and begging her to stop. The bets had allowed them to feel like they were special, but they were just spoiled birds in a small cage.


    That thought broke through Angela’s rage. She stopped firing.


    Marc flinched as a piece slid across the board in his arm and knocked off a pawn. It vanished, but there wasn’t time to wonder where it had gone.


    Marc came over to stand behind her. He knew she wasn’t going to leave things this way, but he hoped she wasn’t going to send them anywhere else either. “A second chance?”


    She huffed. “After all I’ve done for them? This was the second chance!”


    The kids were convinced they’d made a mistake. They stayed quiet while Doug and Donald begged for her mercy.


    “We’ll try harder!”


    “We won’t try to escape again! Please don’t hurt us anymore.”


    But Angela felt the falsehood under those pleas. “They knew I would do this. They’re hoping my guilt will let them beg for favors now that I’ve hurt the kids.”


    Marc wasn’t the only one who’d seen that pattern and hated it. He could feel Angela’s loathing. “Will it work?”


    “No.” Angela glowered at them. “Get up.”


    Doug rose, crying and hating her, hating this existence, but terrified of not even being here anymore. “I’m sorry!”


    “You were supposed to be strong enough to handle this job, to keep the others on a good path, Douglas. You’ve disappointed me.”


    Doug hung his head, really feeling it this time. “I’m sorry, Lass.”


    “You have two options. Try once more to adjust to being here, or I’ll send you to be judged right now. Pick.”


    “Stay here!”


    Donald dropped to his knees again when she regarded him. “I’ll be good!”


    Marc tucked the chessboard into his mostly empty kit and zipped it, freeing his hands in case it was needed. He didn’t believe any of their promises, and he knew Angela didn’t either.


    Angela studied Drew. His thoughts hadn’t been rebellious, though he was incredibly sad.


    Drew was just relieved that Angela hadn’t removed all of them. “I’ll try harder to help them.”


    “You’re the leader up here now.”


    At her words, Drew’s robe turned gold, and his lapel pin became a star. Doug’s pin changed to a hand.


    She motioned. “Ozzie will be your XO.”


    Ozzie’s robe also changed, though his pin stayed the same.


    Both men were grateful for the chance to do things differently.


    Doug took the demotion with as much grace as he could, but his eyes still went to the place where Angela and Marc had been standing when they arrived.


    “It won’t work for you, Doug. You don’t have my permission to leave. None of the portals will let any of you through.” She glared at him. “Stop it, or I’ll send you into the chamber now.”


    Doug couldn’t stop his anger. “Cruel bitch!”


    Angela slammed him with another pain spell. “Yes, I am.”


    Marc let it go for a long minute, then put a hand on her shoulder.


    Angela stopped firing, heart frozen in pain. She loved Doug. This was another event she would have to lock away in her mental crypt. “The final battle will cause deaths of good souls; there’s no way to avoid that. Some of them will come up here, but don’t wish for it, or instead of being your companions, they’ll be your replacements!”


    Angela marched by Doug and went through the cloud walls. “Stay here. All of you.”


    No one disobeyed her. They clustered together and waited, listening and feeling magic use.


    Marc was teamed with Angela and connected through their new magic bond. He watched her conjure playgrounds and courts, mats and targets, toys and games. The garden area filled with things for them to do that Marc approved of.


    He was also impressed by Angela’s new gift. He wondered if she would be able to keep conjuring once they were back in Safe Haven. He didn’t know if it was just because she held the power up here to do anything or if she’d been able to copy that gift from Madison and Biff and hadn’t told him.


    Angela returned, walking slowly, hair turning gray. “Living forever was what each of you wanted the most. That’s how I picked you to be here. I did not imprison you. I gave you your fondest wish. If you can’t understand that, then you don’t deserve it, and I’ll take it away.”


    She went to the fireplace in this main area and held out a hand to Marc. “Don’t make me come back up here before the final battle. If I do…”


    Her anger shot out, covering them all. Even Drew and Ozzie were hit by it this time, as a warning.


    Marc took her hand. He shut his eyes as they blasted out of the Weigh Station.


     


     


    2


    He woke in Hell.


    It was warm and stank, just like every time he’d come down here. The screams of pain and confusion were an ugly background noise that he couldn’t help comparing this time. There were souls down here that didn’t deserve it, and there were souls in the Weigh Station who did. It was a confusing setup.


    Angela’s mind was also on the last stop. She shuddered. “I’ll have to wipe their memories the next time I go up there.”


    Marc made the connection. “That’s why the angels didn’t remember anything when we went there the first time! Whoever put them there did the same thing to stop them from betting!”


    “They didn’t remove the boards, so maybe it was to stop something else. We learned that betting became part of the grand design because the builders got bored and wanted more action.” Angela sighed. “I wish there was another solution.”


    “You can leave notes, telling them they volunteered for the job and can’t have their memories because it’s a secret project.” Marc huffed. “And also, that if they don’t want to do it anymore, they get to go into the judgment chamber themselves. That might hold them for a while.”


    “But eventually, they’ll still rebel, and it will start all over again because human souls were meant to explore, and that is indeed a prison.” Angela eyed the entrance to Reicher’s lab in thoughtful concentration. “It isn’t just Hell that needs to be revamped. The entire system sucks.”


    Marc grunted. “No argument here.”


    Angela deliberated the zones around them and the trips she’d made through each one with her team to verify that it was a closed system.


    Marc kept track of her thoughts, wincing as she suffered. He’d gotten the recollections of her crew, but he hadn’t gotten a replay from her because she’d been dying when he’d carried her back to their reality. There had only been time to get her into the operating room and pray that Morgan and Shawn could save her. That’s when I snapped. That’s when the load became too heavy to carry.


    Angela rubbed his wrist, then resumed her scan to make sure Reicher was sleeping.


    Angela sensed someone was in his lair, fearfully waiting for his return. She recognized the feel of the person and shrugged coldly. That’s what you get for challenging me after I freed you, after I warned you, after I gave you hospitality.


    Marc didn’t ask who it was. He didn’t want to know, or he might have to do something about it.


    Angela redirected him so he couldn’t interfere. “I need a way to guarantee that no soul ever goes bad.”


    Marc frowned. “Won’t that upset the balance?”


    “Fuck the balance.”


    Marc chuckled. “Well, you’ve convinced me.”


    “I have to figure out how to do it without taking away free will, or we might as well go on and be slaves or worker ants in a colony.” It wasn’t the first time she’d said this, but it was the first time she’d let Marc see how depressing it was that she couldn’t find a solution.


    Marc felt better knowing she wasn’t perfect in these deliberations, but he didn’t like her being upset. “How can I help?”


    Angela faced him. “We talked about it being a closed system. And about this one being the failed prototype sitting on a shelf somewhere. Tell me what the successful prototype looks like.”


    Marc immediately dug in.


    Angela stood guard while he worked.


    Around them, moans, screams, and misery echoed, preventing true concentration.


    Marc pushed it to the rear of his brain. “I’ll work on it when we get home.”


    “Deal.” Angela went toward the volcanic peaks instead of the lab.


    Marc scanned that sinister structure. “He’s sleeping. We might be able to sneak in there right now.”


    “No need.” Angela held her hands out as she walked. “Where are you?”


    Marc observed in confusion.


    Angela didn’t use the tracking gift she’d copied. She didn’t think it would work down here anyway, but she wanted to verify the person she sought was awake and expecting her. “Where are you?”


    Like I can see that. Ask me a question I can answer.


    Angela chuckled at the sarcastic response. “Keep broadcasting so I can find your chamber.”


    Broadcasting? You’ve spent too much time in the human world.


    “Tell me something I don’t know.”


    Every soul down here, good and bad, would follow you. Reicher tried to recruit them when he arrived and was refused by most, but you, all of them, could love.


    Angela smiled. “Thank you.”


    Marc’s jealousy rose up to clog his throat at that brief exchange. The man she was talking to was deadly, wise, intelligent, and aware of every move she made. “Who is that?”


    Angela stopped. Another warm smile curved her lips as she double-tapped the ground under her boot. “A good friend.”


    The ground rose up in front of her in a clear, round tube that was 15 feet tall and four feet wide. It was capped at both ends, with slits in the top that weren’t there to let in air because the dead had no need for it. Marc had no idea what the holes were for, but it didn’t matter as the robed figure in that chamber turned around with a familiar sneer that blasted right through every pretense in his mind.


    Angela put a hand on the tube. “I’ve missed you, Michael.”


    Michael put his hand on the container against hers, smiling. “That is something I haven’t heard in the entire time I’ve been here. Thank you.”


    Angela still viewed him the same way she had when they’d first met–dangerous, intimidating, above her level–but his loneliness allowed her to treat him as if he were anyone else. “What happened to my damn bracelet?!”


    Michael chuckled. “Women and jewelry.” His mirth faded. “I assumed you wished to be free once I was…replaced. I have never forced any female into a bond. I will never do so now.”


    Angela thought about how much her dog tags still meant to her and grinned. “Seducing me with jewels sounds like something a Mitchel would do.”


    “Where do you think they get that from?”


    Angela and Michael laughed as if they’d known each other for decades.


    Marc observed in growing dismay as he realized this being wasn’t lost in the isolation of the dark chamber; he hadn’t been hard to rouse. He was above the souls who were put into containment down here, and there was no way Marc could compete. Like back in Ciemus when he’d met William, Marc felt insignificant and unneeded.


    Angela shot him a sideways glance. “Moments like this are why I rarely bring you along when I travel.”


    Marc scowled. He knew he deserved that, but it was still hard to keep from snapping at her. It was embarrassing to be talked down to in front of someone so powerful.


    Angela was embarrassed by his behavior. “It’s two steps forward and one step back with you.”


    Michael eyed Angela in sympathy. “Love is strange.”


    Angela grumped. “It binds our hearts to people we don’t even like. Your grand design sucks.”


    Michael chuckled again. “Figured some things out since last we spoke, have you?”


    “I’ve made some connections, some deals.”


    “Yes, I saw one of them in Reicher’s mind. That was an interesting choice.”


    Angela grimaced. “Not everything I plan works out as I would like.”


    “But it did work, because you’re here and he’s sleeping.”


    “Yes. I didn’t want him to know he could speak to you.”


    “Too late.” Michael shrugged at her dismay. “Reicher interrogated me after taking Joey’s place.”


    I didn’t have to go through that. Angela’s self-loathing rose. Damn me! “When did he have time for that? I was with him the whole time.”


    “But you did not stay here, did you?”


    “No.” She sighed. “What did you tell him?”


    Michael wanted to tease her, but he wanted their friendship more. “Nothing, lovely leader. I told him nothing. In return, he tried to send me into the sorting chamber and went away furious when it didn’t work.”


    Angela delivered another sunny smile. “Thank you for your honor.”


    Michael bowed slightly. “The lack of such in my line didn’t come from me. My relatives developed that nastiness on their own.”


    “I believe you.”


    Michael and Angela stared at each other, remembering how they’d first met at the climax of the radiation sickness, when he’d saved her and made the first friend he’d had since being cast down here.


    Marc caught most of it while evaluating his newest rival. The man’s red beard, yellow skin, and brown eyes were a stunning combination. Marc could appreciate how handsome he was, and unlike the others they’d met, this one wasn’t the evil piece of shit Marc had envisioned when he’d heard the name. Michael was almost kind. That’s dangerous. She doesn’t get much kindness from males.


    “No, I don’t.” Angela redirected the topic. “If I had only put children in the Weigh Station, would it have turned out differently?”


    Michael’s face darkened. “Unlikely. Over time, they would have evolved to the same level of confusion and unhappiness. Those states lead straight to corruption.”


    “Does it really have to be manned?”


    Michael regarded her with a knowing gleam. “No. And you suspected that when you sent them up there.”


    “It’s automated.”


    Marc’s mind went to the task she’d given him, but he quickly ruled that out. Automation doesn’t allow for mistakes or compassion. We could do half and half, but it would still be impossible to keep the human half from going corrupt.


    Marc pulled out of it, aware of Michael now observing him in thoughtful silence. “What?”


    Michael shook his head. “Just hoping Adam’s line might have an answer that I myself never found during the design process.”


    That made Marc vow to work hard on it when they got home.


    Angela frowned at Michael. “You lied to me when you said you didn’t know who put descendants in charge of the Weigh Station.”


    “I will not apologize for such. You had not proven to be trustworthy or loyal to the Creator yet.”


    “You and the other top angels made it all like this. You screwed up.”


    Michael didn’t lie; he offered an explanation. “We could not find another solution for what was asked of us.”


    Angela believed him about that too. “You said my kind when we spoke of it.”


    “I meant humans in general. Your kind doesn’t fit now because you don’t have a kind, do you?”


    “No.” Angela refused to get lost in that sadness. “And the wedding night promise?”


    Michael lifted his chin. “I make no bonds with females that aren’t willing. You wanted a way to accomplish the impossible. I gave it to you.”


    “By lying. There wasn’t an immaculate conception.”


    “I have no such power. No one does.”


    “The Bible…”


    Michael scoffed in contempt.


    Angela wasn’t sure if she should be angry or relieved.


    Marc only cared that what he’d believed about his daughter wasn’t true. She’s mine.


    Michael scowled. “Yes, and good luck controlling her because of that. My child might have been capable of keeping her mouth and mind shut while her mate works on saving the world!”


    Marc felt angry again, but it was tinged in relief. “Where are your wings?”


    “Like I can open them in here!”


    Marc saw a ripple go along Michael’s shoulders and felt bad for him.


    Angela acted like they weren’t snarling at each other over her. “You didn’t send my dog a mate.”


    Michael gestured elegantly with two long fingers. “Sadie and Piper.”


    “They don’t count. I asked for him to be given someone he could love. Neither of them fit that bill.”


    Michael stared at her with an eternally young face. “It would not have pleased you.”


    Angela began to understand how much wiser he was than her. Of all those she’d had contact with, he was closest to her level, but she had no attraction for him. Marc, as usual, was worried about nothing. “I don’t want my dog punished anymore.”


    “I’m aware that things have changed.” Michael grinned. “The next time you visit, I want the cigars and brandy we spoke of.”


    She chuckled. “Same. Perhaps by then I’ll have found a way for humanity to love you.”


    Marc frowned deeper, hating their friendship.


    Michael admonished him. “The reset was stopped, and you still have your wife. Is that not enough to ease your mind?”


    Marc forced the truth out. “I want it to be.”


    “But you cannot fight your nature.”


    “So it would seem.”


    “Will you forbid her to have this friendship?”


    Marc shook his head. “That didn’t cross my mind. She’ll do what she wants, and I’ll live with it.”


    Michael smiled at Angela again, tempting her. “And what does she want?”


    Angela felt nothing. She knew that was a disappointment for him, but there were thousands who would feel something, and out of those, one could become a worthy companion. She would find that one for him, in reward for his loyalty. She tapped her wrist. “My bracelet.”


    Michael lifted his other hand.


    Angela saw the bracelet she’d given him was still there.


    Michael pointed at her wrist.


    The light weight snapped back into place.


    Angela rubbed it fondly. “It blocked my bad dreams some nights.”


    Michael bowed slightly again. “It was my honor to shield you from that terror.” Energy shot through their bond, returning her hair to glossy black.


    Marc’s anger rose. This man had taken liberties that even Adrian wouldn’t have!


    Michael snorted. “Adrian would have done much more if he’d been gifted this bond with her. They would have rolled naked in his dreams every night since you joined that camp. I have honor enough to be the friend she needs.”


    Angela snickered. “You just want your women to beg.”


    Michael lifted his shoulders. “And your point is?”


    Angela’s laughter was soothing to the angel and infuriating to her husband.


    Am I forever going to be dealing with someone hunting my mate?!


    Michael finally turned his full attention on Marc. Power rippled down his cloak, making it clear that his gifts had not been removed. Shall I tell you what the future holds for you? Or would you rather hear what the future holds for your delightful wife?


    Marc hadn’t been afraid of anyone for so long that the feeling took him by surprise. Even in the lab, he’d known their power over him came from pain and security doors. This being didn’t need devices or labs. “You’re not going to release him.”


    Michael’s face became dangerous. “You presume to tell her what to do, even after all she’s accomplished? And you had the nerve to call my descendant stupid.”


    Marc stared back, mind running so far ahead that he could barely keep up. “My father is difficult to control, but this one…” Marc turned to Angela. “Please tell me you’re not going to.”


    Angela was now viewing that future in both of their minds. Unlike Marc, she loved what she saw. “That has not been revealed.”


    Marc scowled.


    Michael laughed.


    Angela moved on to the next reason she’d come searching for him. “Tell me what happened on Heaven’s Road.”


    All pleasure drained from Michael’s face as he stared at her. “You saw it.”


    Angela had viewed it through Neil’s memories; that was enough. “The normals were brought up to Heaven. Who caused the battle?”


    “The Creator.”


    Marc’s mouth dropped open. “Say that again.”


    Michael snorted bitterly. “He let the normals make laws. He treated them differently. He made exceptions and caused jealousy.” Michael glared at Marc. “Your line perpetrated that slaughter because they couldn’t handle those emotions. The normals were defenseless. Only three of them survived.”


    Angela took a guess. “Because you saved them. That’s why you were given this job instead of being put in the Weigh Station.”


    “Uriel, Orion, and I each grabbed a woman and vanished. The fallen angels believed we were going to abuse them, like the other females were suffering while their men were torn apart. We took the women back down to Earth and hid them. When the others figured it out and came hunting, we fought them. More battles happened until the Creator was forced to intervene.” Michael’s bitterness echoed clearly. “He knew we three blamed him for all of it, so we weren’t allowed to go home either. The Sorter and I were put together but forbidden to speak to each other because He feared we would plan an uprising, even though we protected his prized normals! We did our duty, and we were still punished!”


    Marc’s sympathy allowed him to sound as if he cared. “Maybe it was to protect you in case the others escaped.”


    Angela had another theory. “I think it was so you could keep protecting the normals. He gave you great power over the mortal realm.”


    Michael leaned his forehead against the tube. “He did it because the others destroyed his trust. Like an angry child, He took out those confusing emotions on everyone.”


    Angela shrugged. “It’s been a long time. Maybe He’s learned to control it now.”


    “Then why are we still being punished?”


    Angela didn’t have an answer for that. “Tell me about Orion.”


    “I cannot. I don’t know where he was sent. I had hoped you would tell me that he was the Messenger in the Weigh Station.”


    Angela was sorry to crush the slight hope in his tone. “He wasn’t up there, and we didn’t find him on Heaven’s Road. Could he be inside the city?”


    Michael didn’t try to fight the misery that swarmed his mind. “If I were to go there, he might appear. For you, it would be the children you’ve lost. For your husband, it would be the woman he killed. The Golden City houses the loved ones from our memories. They are not really there.”


    Angela hated his sadness. She scanned and found Reicher still sleeping. She lowered her voice anyway. “Amy went into that city and made contact with the Creator. He sat her on His lap and spoke with her. She came back with His words and warnings.”


    “Truly?”


    Angela smiled at the stunned angel. “Truly.”


    Michael slid to his knees. “My Lord!” Tears flooded down his cheeks. “He has returned home!”


    Marc watched in slight contempt that someone so powerful still had such a strong bond to someone who’d imprisoned him unjustly.


    Angela watched in relief that Michael’s words were being proven. He was loyal to the Creator first and always. “Your devotion will see you reunited with Him.”


    “That is my fondest desire.” Michael stayed on his knees, rejoicing.


    Angela felt the Sorter listening. He was angry for the first time. She didn’t care. “You were easier to deal with if you believed the Creator was dead. I’m letting you hear the truth now. Get over it.”


    The Sorter didn’t appear, but his icy voice came. “There is no need to treat me like an enemy.”


    Angela huffed. “I haven’t. My enemies don’t have this information.”


    The Sorter fell silent, but he kept listening and also began celebrating.


    Angela faced Michael again. “One of the boards in the Weigh Station could not be destroyed. Can you tell me why?”


    “We designed it so. It can hold anything, no matter how powerful. It will never be broken or destroyed. The chess pieces are a disguise.”


    Angela began to fill with a dangerous relief that she had to tamper down so she didn’t explode. “It can hold anything, no matter how powerful?”


    “Yes.” Michael opened his teary eyes and stared up at her. “Once inside, there is no way to get out, no way to access power, no way to influence or invade. We built it for the unlikely time that someone would be strong enough to separate Nature and the Creator’s wife, so that He might have his mate back.”


    “Well, I was sent as a Watcher and Sarah is earth-bound again. I’d say that time has almost arrived.”


    Michael slowly stood. “I want my job back.”


    “No.” Marc shook his head. “You need to stay right here.”


    Michael ignored him. “Please, my good friend.”


    Angela felt that plea through the bracelet too. “The one I have in charge now has only been down here a short time. He has only lived through one life.”


    “Ah. You can control him and you worry that will not be the case with me.” Michael’s face darkened. “Did you remove me on purpose, for that reason?”


    “Yes.” There was no need for Angela to lie. “But I’m glad you were trapped here instead of being judged or sent to the Creator. I value our friendship.”


    “As do I.” Michael decided quickly. “I will be someone you can control.”


    “No, Angie.”


    They both ignored Marc’s protests.


    “Perhaps after the final battle, when I no longer have a use for my mate’s father.”


    “I can easily wait that long now that I know the Creator is in his mansion in the Golden City. I will spend the years praising Him and helping you return things to the way He wanted it.” Michael put his hand back against the glass. “I will start now by giving you something important.”


    Angela’s hand also came back up. “What is it?”


    “Time. Your herd is in danger once again. Hurry back now and do a search of every location the spoiled flower visited.”


    “How do you know something’s happening on our ship?” Marc refused to give blind trust.


    Michael glared at Marc. “Once again, a slaughter of the normals is coming, only this time, it might work because there are no angels willing to whisk away what will become founding family lines!”


    “Why must you speak in riddles?!”


    Michael scowled. “Because the grand design sucks.”


    “You made it!”


    “Tell me something I don’t know.” Michael slapped the tube twice, as if he couldn’t stand to look at Marc anymore. It lowered back into the hard ground. “Good luck, Watcher. You’re going to need it.”
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    Marc opened his mouth, maybe to yell, maybe to question, and found her staring at the lab.


    “He’s waking up.”


    Marc groaned. “We don’t have time for this!”


    “I know.” Angela steeled her emotions. “But he feels us now. If we leave without speaking to him, he’ll know we came for something else.”


    “So? Your good friend won’t tell him anything.”


    Angela began walking toward the lab. “No, but Michael can be hurt for his loyalty and I won’t allow that to happen.”


    “You do realize his grand design gave us this misery?”


    “And you do realize I’ve secured a friendship with one of the beings who knows how to change it?”


    Marc’s mouth closed.


    The lights in the lab came on.


    Angela strode that way with a shield falling over her mind.


    Marc copied her, wishing he’d stayed on the ship. “I hate these games!”


    Angela spun toward him, letting her ire show. “You’d best get used to these games because that’s all you’ll be doing when you leave on your next run, Marcus! You’re a powerful, intelligent, dangerous man. Try to act like it for a change!”


    She waved before he could fire back. “Go talk to your father. Hurry up! I have better things to do than babysit you!”


    Reicher appeared at the glass doors, sleepy and sated. “Fighting again? Such a lovely sound.”


    Marc marched toward the glass, making Reicher tense. He expected a payback for the rink scene.


    “Fix my damn glitch so she’ll stop shouting at me!”


    Reicher relaxed as he understood Marc wasn’t here to hurt him. He considered making them beg, but one look at her braided hair removed that pettiness. She’d honored their deal and then some. The least he could do was the same. “Think about Thalia.”


    Marc made a face. “I’d rather not.”


    Reicher waved that off. “She was great at her job. No one in that lab could have done better, including me. She was perfect for it.”


    Marc tried not to feel anything, but the scars from her torture would never heal. “She was a monster.”


    Reicher clucked. “Don’t deny the truth even when it hurts. Your sister was almost on my level.”


    “Yet you treated her differently.”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “You refused to give her control of the lab. You passed it to me, a male.”


    “I passed it to you because she was too hard to be in charge of everything. She needed time to soften her madness, but there wasn’t any more time to give her. She couldn’t do my job. That’s why I didn’t gift it to her. It had nothing to do with gender.”


    Marc didn’t believe that. “You wouldn’t have given it to her even if she was perfect for it. You hate women.”


    “I do, but I never let that affect my choices. I gave them respect. I didn’t allow them to be abused, and I put them down if they were, so they didn’t have to live with the offspring of their rapists or the nightmares. I gave them a kindness that even the males didn’t get.”


    Marc’s anger flashed. “You did it to keep your experiments from being polluted!”


    Reicher’s tone remained calm, firm. “If that were true, I wouldn’t have removed the women, only the pregnancies.”


    “You ran out of time.”


    “That would explain the months you were there, but what about the decades before that?”


    Marc didn’t have an answer.


    Reicher gave him a moment to consider it.


    Marc noticed Reicher didn’t invite them in. He wanted them gone as much as they wanted to go. It made him feel bad for whoever his father was torturing in there. He almost asked Angela to put a stop to it. But she won’t. This is Hell. This is where torture belongs.


    Reicher stared at Angela, remembering how soft her hair had felt, how thrilling it had been to mark her in a way that her husband hadn’t. Her hair was wet now. She’d washed off his mess, but he would always see it there.


    Angela hated him for that, but it had been her mistake. She glared and waited for this meeting to be over so she could go eat. We missed mess for his bullshit. Hurry up and fix him!


    Reicher resumed working with a faint smirk. “I did not treat them differently. I prided myself on having fairness even during hatred. You have survivors of my lab in your camp.” Reicher faced Marc again. “I believe one of them is your new guard. Speak with her about how I treated females, about how I protected them. It’s the reason so many of them chose to stay instead of falling for your pathetically late rescue conversations.”


    Angela hadn’t known that Marc had spoken with the breeders and caretakers too. It made her love him even more.


    Reicher grunted. “I’ve had enough of your emotions, woman. Keep it to yourself!”


    Angela beamed. “Your jealousy feeds my good mood. Keep showing it. I need the boost.”


    Reicher glared. “Even with bitches like the one you married, I gave them the job they were suited for and then supported them. I was their trainer, their protector, their leader, their mentor, and sometimes their lover, but I never abused them.”


    “You had my sister for that.”


    Reicher inclined his head. “As I’ve stated, there was no one more capable of bringing out the terror in a human mind. There isn’t a day that goes by down here that I don’t miss her quiet strength.”


    “Then where does this shit come from?!”


    “Your mother.”


    Marc stiffened.


    Reicher drove it in. “When you act that way, you are rebelling against your mother. You’re treating your wife badly to pay your mother back. And in doing so, you keep her alive. Stop it now and let Mary Brady die so I can punish her like she deserves.”


    Marc glanced around. “She’s here?”


    “She’s a ghost, boy. You’ve been digging up her grave since her stroke. If you really let it go, let her go, her ghost will be reclaimed, and then I can deliver the justice that you and your twin deserve.”


    Marc didn’t know if he was strong enough to do that.


    Angela looked at Reicher.


    Reicher denied her silently. Now wasn’t the time for Angela to offer support. Marc had to do this on his own.


    “I’ve hated her for so long.” Marc saw it now, how he’d been taking out his rage at her on every woman in his life. “Damn me.”


    Reicher had no pity to give. “You can be free of her. Repeat after me and mean it, feel it: I hate you, Mother.”


    Marc didn’t hesitate. “I hate you, Mother.”


    “Now go away. I don’t ever want you in my mind again.”


    “Now go away. I don’t ever want you in my mind again.” Marc realized that was true. “I mean every word. Fuck off and don’t ever come back!”


    A screech echoed, along with a loud whistle.


    A ghost entered Hell and slammed into the hard ground near the lab.


    Marc stared at his mother as she staggered to her feet, only feeling cold now. “Welcome to Hell. Get comfortable. You’ll be here for a very long time.”


    “Excellent.” Reicher waved a hand.


    Mary Brady dropped into a containment tube beneath the ground before she had a chance to understand what was happening. “She’ll think you did this to her.”


    “In a way, I did.” Marc felt relieved, lighter. “I did it.” Allowing Reicher to show him how to chase out one of his ghosts was a huge step for Marc. Only Adrian had been given that honor until now.


    Reicher allowed that bond to take hold. “Now that we have that glitch smoothed, admit the bigger problem.”


    Marc remained stubbornly silent.


    Reicher didn’t ridicule this son like he would have Joseph. He used logic. “She’s trying to accomplish an amazing goal that will help all of mankind.”


    Marc gritted his teeth. “And I’m proud of her for that.”


    “Save your lies for your wife!”


    “Fine! It was supposed to be me! She stole my destiny!”


    Angela stiffened.


    Reicher waved her off. Allow me.


    Angela did. She was tired of trying to reach Marc. If his father could do it, it was more proof that keeping Reicher in this job was a solid choice.


    Marc was lost in his mental misery. “It should have been me.”


    Reicher guided Marc with that same firm tone. “She tried to give it to you. She tried to bring you in.”


    “I didn’t understand then.”


    “That doesn’t matter.”


    “I want it now.”


    “It’s too late.”


    Marc hated the desperation in his tone as he answered. “She can still give it to me.”


    Reicher shook his head. “You don’t deserve it.”


    “It’s my destiny!”


    “You gave it up to chase dreams of murder and personal freedom that brought you no satisfaction.”


    “Make her give it back!”


    “I wouldn’t, even if I had that power. She will succeed. And you will fall in line behind her, where you chose to be.”


    Marc tried not to cry. “Please.”


    “No.” Reicher scowled at his son. “She didn’t steal anything. You refused to honor that destiny. Give her the respect and support she deserves!”


    “Or what?!”


    “Or you’ll end up all alone like you’ve been afraid of since your twin was drowned. It’s time to stop fighting and start doing your job.”


    Marc’s voice was sullen now. “I don’t have one.”


    “Of course you do. Keeping that cruel, magnificent creature alive is your job. And since we’re being honest, it’s a job you were always better suited to than having the role she’s handling so well. Every leader needs someone like you to defend them, to be loyal to them, to love them. Without that, a leader’s life is cold and empty, joyless. You don’t want her to be joyless, do you?”


    “No.” Marc really didn’t.


    “Good.” Reicher put a hand on Marc’s arm. “I’m proud of you for being able to change. None of your siblings could. I ruined them with every word, but you’ve remained true to your values. Don’t let your past destroy your marriage.” Reicher let go and turned toward his lab. “I need more sleep. Warn me the next time you’re staging an intervention.”


    Angela scoffed. “Deal with it.”


    Reicher shrugged and yawned. “As you command.”


    Marc hated the man, but he’d needed this. “Father.”


    Reicher stopped and turned, stiff and leery. “Yes, Marcus?”


    “Thank you.”


    Reicher beamed, enjoying the bond that wrapped around them both with gentle cords. “I’d say anytime, but we both know that’s not a good idea. Leave now, with peace between us for this moment.”


    Marc’s earlier rage blasted out. He dropped low and swung those powerful arms, smashing his fists into Reicher’s knees.


    Reicher fell to the ground, crying out.


    Marc rose, eyes glittering. “That sound makes me hard.”


    Angela laughed out loud.


    Evil beings and tortured souls surged toward her in longing.


    Marc held out an arm to Angela. “Satisfied?”


    Angela gave his hard body a deep stare. “Not yet.”


    Marc chuckled as if terror wasn’t shoving down his throat. “I can do something about that.”


    They vanished, giggling and kissing.


    Reicher sighed as he limped into his lab. “Young love is sickening.” He scanned the plush bed in his lair, where a familiar soul was bound to the rails, naked and bruised. “Old love is so much better.”


    Tilly didn’t scream as Reicher climbed on top of her, slid his robe aside, and began thrusting. Reicher had chased down her ghost to give her the choice between this or staying in the fog, and she’d picked this. An eternity of Reicher’s abuse was still better than that.


    Tilly allowed the hatred to soothe her tattered heart. She’d felt Angela down here. If I ever get the chance again to kill her, I won’t hesitate.


    Reicher lifted her leg so he could get deeper. You won’t get the chance. She’s better than that. She’s better than you ever were.


    Tilly screamed in frustration.


    Reicher climaxed, hot and wet against her dead womb. “Such a lovely sound.”
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    Angela woke in their cabin, groaning at her sore muscles. Traveling through the realms had begun to hurt her, though she wasn’t sure why. It was another mystery to figure out later.


    Marc set hit kit with the chessboard on the floor next to the bed and rolled toward his wife.


    Angela rubbed her hand against Marc’s arm, enjoying the magic bond that gave her increased sensations, but the urgency of the moment distracted her from fully enjoying it.


    Marc also noticed the new feelings. His anger rose again that they couldn’t ever have time to love each other without this new life getting in the way.


    “You did good down there, playing the role of a jealous, thoughtless brute.”


    Marc kissed her hand. “Thank you for telling me what you needed instead of actually making me jealous.” They’d also tricked Reicher into believing Marc had started to accept him as a father so he would be easier controlled. Reicher was a powerful, deadly tool that had to be wielded carefully.


    “That’s how it will be after this. I’m tired of playing these games alone.”


    Marc thought about the times they would be apart and winced.


    Angela didn’t give him a chance to offer to stay with her when he didn’t want that. “Thank you for the justice.”


    Marc eyed her knees and wished he had the energy to try and heal them, but he was spent after the drugging, the dental work, the rage, the sex, and the dream walking. “Thank you for letting me meet Michael.”


    Angela rose from the bed, grunting at the pain. “The slots in the top of the chambers are open for torture.”


    Marc winced. I should have recognized that.


    Marc sat up without discomfort. He waited for orders.


    Angela’s mind was fuzzy. “Spoiled flower.”


    Marc scowled. “I really am sick of games and riddles.”


    “I think he told us what he could in the only way that he could.”


    Marc got her point. “The designer isn’t allowed to interfere.”


    “Exactly, but he did anyway with a riddle.”


    “What happens if he just outright tells us?”


    Angela yawned. “No idea, and honestly, I don’t want to know. Things are painful enough.” She stretched her spine carefully.


    Marc pushed what little energy he had at her, hoping that would help. “A spoiled flower.”


    “It’s a person…” Angela struggled to think. “He said to check where she was. It’s a she.”


    “A she flower.” Marc connected it. “Daisey.”


    Angela groaned. “I should have gotten that!” The fog in her mind settled in deeper. “I’m a bit fried. I need you to be my mind while I clear this haze.”


    Marc tried to give her more energy, but it wasn’t getting through. He frowned at the copper bracelet on her arm. “Is it connected to that?”


    “No. It’s been happening for the last few weeks.” She yawned again and wiped the moisture from her lashes. “A few other people have reported it too. The CMO believes it’s a side effect of all the salt we’re consuming.”


    “We don’t eat that much salt. The only thing we all eat a lot of now is…” Marc’s mind made another connection. “Too much fish.”


    “What?”


    “Fish has high concentrations of mercury, Angie, and our diet is mostly fish now!”


    “The mercury came from pollution, right?”


    “Yes, from industrial emissions and agricultural runoff. The fish process it in ways that make it bind to their flesh, so as they eat each other, the concentrations increase. The bigger the fish, the higher the levels.”


    She struggled to think. “Those sources are gone now.”


    “Yes, but the fish aren’t, and neither is the crap in the air and the water. It will take a long time for that to clear out, and in the meantime, it’s still building up in the fish, and we’re still eating them. We have to change our diet.” He motioned toward her pillow, where a clump of black hair was stuck to the case. “Aches, fogginess, and hair loss are all symptoms of mercury poisoning.”


    “Why isn’t it hitting you this way?”


    “Men weigh more, and our bodies are built bigger, thicker. It takes longer to affect us.”


    “Shit. All the other people who reported it are female too.” Angela’s mind made it through a layer of fog because of the fear kicking in. It cleared some of the haze and replaced it with terror. “Daisey did something to the ship!”


    Marc was glad to feel her mind clearing. He didn’t want to handle this alone. “We have to go through the footage and see where she went, so we can figure out what it was.”


    Angela pulled on her kit from where they’d dropped them at the foot of the bed. “I’ll carry the board.” She didn’t feel comfortable leaving it here when it was so important.


    Marc tucked it into her bag, then put his two kits back on. He felt his new guard coming down the hallway toward the cabin. “Do I really need protection while I’m with you?”


    “No.” Angela finally felt the arrival. The fog was clearing faster now. “She already pulled a double. She’s off duty until tomorrow. Something’s wrong.”


    Marc opened the door.


    The crying normal grabbed his arm. “Have you seen Missy?!”


    Marc’s heart thumped. “No.”


    Selina’s puffy face said she’d been crying for a while.


    Guards in the hallway saw her and came closer.


    “I can’t find her! I’ve searched the ship! She’s missing!”


    “Easy.” Marc hated it that Selina was so upset. He liked the brave woman. He led her into the cabin, sending out calm vibes that he didn’t feel. All thoughts of asking her to verify Reicher’s words were gone. “Have you told the Eagles?”


    “Yes. Jennifer and Kyle are searching, but they haven’t found her either.” Selina’s tears flowed freely. “I didn’t check on her after Tonya left. Morgan and Shawn are both gone now, and she feels all alone. I didn’t check on her!”


    Marc held the sobbing woman while sending out a mental scan for the little girl.


    Angela did the same.


    They both came up empty.


    “Try the island.” Angela knew Marc could reach inside the tunnels. His gifts in that area were stronger than hers.


    Marc searched quick and hard, letting the adrenaline fuel his energy, and still came up empty. “Nothing.”


    Selina cried harder. “I’ve lost my girl!”


    Angela and Marc shared horrified glances. Missy wasn’t on the ship or the island. That only left the ocean, and there was no way she could have survived if she’d fallen overboard. The ocean was merciless for an adult, but Missy didn’t even know how to swim.


    “We need to go to the bridge.” Marc brought Selina along with them. Leaving her alone wasn’t a good idea.


    Angela followed, trying to act like she didn’t know everything that was about to happen. This is so tiresome. I’m glad it’s the last time I’ll have to do it. For the next two years, I’ll share my plans with my Council and we will handle these moments together.


    Marc glanced over his shoulder.


    Angela put her worried face back on and hurried along behind them.
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    “Missy hasn’t been seen since this morning. She didn’t come up to watch Tonya leave.” Jennifer skimmed her notes. “We expected a scene, but she said goodbye to Shawn in the ballroom and stayed away from him after that.”


    “The den mothers fed her breakfast and then lost track of her.” Kyle felt awful about Missy being missing. He was also furious. “You were right that we can’t leave them alone with our kids anymore. They either aren’t skilled enough for the job or they just don’t care about the magic users. They aren’t even upset that Missy’s gone. They’re only worried that they’ll be punished for it!”


    “They will be, shortly.” Angela didn’t take her attention away from the monitor. She was playing footage from today, covering one deck while Kenn and Marc did the same for other decks. “Who’s with them now?”


    “Ellie, Cate, and Cody are on duty over all the kids. Amy’s there too now, but she’s too sleepy to be much help.” Wade entered the bridge, adjusting his Eagle jacket. “I’ll go back there as soon as we find Missy.”


    All of them were in Eagle gear now, though Wade and Jennifer were still securing theirs. They’d dressed on the way up to deal with the latest threat to their survival.


    The bridge was dark around them, to keep from drawing attention. There were a few residents on the top deck enjoying the pool or strolling, but that was about to come to an end. Angela hated Daisey for what her people were about to go through.


    “Did someone take her?” Selina was still leaning against Marc, weeping. “Was she kidnapped?!”


    Angela denied that. “I have another theory. It’s better, but not by much.”


    Selina hurried over. “She’s alive, right?”


    Angela tapped the monitor. “Tell me what you see.”


    Selina squinted through her tears. “A little girl sneaking into a crate? Missy!” Selina hugged Angela.


    Angela wrapped her arm around the unhappy woman, but she stayed turned enough that the valuable item in her kit wasn’t touched. Kyle and Wade had noticed it. She assumed they’d figured out what it was because of the shape, but they didn’t ask, and she didn’t tell. That would wait until later, when they were alone and could give her ideas on where to hide it for the next two years. “She snuck onto Tonya’s ship. We’ll call them.”


    “Angie.”


    Angela faced Marc, bracing for bad news.


    So did everyone else. That tone meant danger.


    Marc’s voice carried more fear than any of them were used to hearing from him. “She got into the explosives crate. She took enough to blow up this ship.”


    Amid the gasps, Angela studied the image he’d stopped on. “How did she know it was there?”


    Kenn pointed at the picture. “When we moved the weapons before the riot, we took that crate into the cooler in the mess.”


    Jennifer frowned. “We told everyone it was food from one of the runs.”


    Kyle gestured, dirty bandage flashing as he used his injured hand. “She was in the mess when we checked on it right after taking the bags and crates to the new weapons room.”


    Daisey’s face was on the screen, with a thoughtful expression and a treacherous gleam in her eyes. A patrol of Eagles was walking by the table where she was sitting.


    “They went into the cooler and came out empty-handed. She added it up.” Angela’s rage kept building. “She’s smarter than we gave her credit for.”


    Marc grunted. “Yep, and that oversight might cost us this ship.”


    Angela gestured. “Keep going. We need to track her movements.”


    “I’m on it.” Kenn ran through the footage faster than the others would have been able to. This was another of his skills and the reason Angela had called him up here. She and Marc would also scan, but Kenn was sure to find it first.


    Jennifer picked up the mike and switched the bridge radio on. It was already on the correct channel. “Come in, Sailor One. We have a message.”


    Jennifer waited impatiently for a response. Tonya had been told they would only contact her if there was an emergency. She expected a fast answer and frowned when she didn’t get one. “Come in, Sailor One! We have a message.”


    No one responded.


    Jennifer regarded Angela.


    Angela kept scanning the footage. “Keep trying. They might not have their radio on.”


    “Are we sure this radio can reach them?”


    Kenn grunted arrogantly at Kyle’s question.


    Kyle hadn’t meant to offend the man, this time. “I know you made improvements, but they’re over 100 miles away now, right?”


    Marc spoke so Kenn didn’t have to stop scanning. “Kenn’s improvements will let us reach all the way home if we need to, though it might not come in clear. If they have their radio on, they’re hearing us.”


    Jennifer pressed the mike button again. “Pick up, Sailor One. This is important!”


    The radio stayed silent.


    Angela glanced at Kyle. Feel anything from them yet?


    Kyle shook his head.


    Angela resumed watching the screen.


    Almost everyone caught the exchange, but none of them were able to get into Kyle’s thoughts or Angela’s. They both had strong mental shields up right now that would require a fierce battle to get through.


    “What’s going on?” Jennifer hated not being in the loop.


    “Damn.” Kenn slowed the replay. “Look at that shit, Brady.”


    Marc came over to Kenn’s side.


    Jennifer didn’t repeat her question. The fear in Kenn’s tone was shocking.


    “Son of a bitch!” Marc’s heart thumped. “How did she learn to do that?!”


    “Observation is a great teacher.” Angela knew that for sure. It was how she’d learned to use so many of her copied gifts. “Make a list of every area she went to.”


    A dangerous sensation swept through the bridge as Marc opened his notebook.


    Kenn slowed the replay again. “Two more there.”


    Wade came closer to see what they were talking about. He noticed the familiar bracelet on Angela’s wrist, but stored his questions for later.


    He peered over Kenn’s shoulder and stiffened. “Is she placing an explosive on the wall of the lounge?!”


    Marc turned to Angela. “We have to get everyone off this ship right now.”


    “Can’t you and Kenn disarm it?” Jennifer assumed they’d done things like that in the Marines.


    “Yes, and we’ll try, but…” Marc forced his mouth to work. “She took it all. There’s no way for us to know how many bombs she made. She might have placed one in enough areas to sink this ship.”


    “That’s it.” Kenn pointed at the last screen. “She goes to the medical bay to get her bags, then to the top deck and leaves.”


    Selina found her voice. “How much C-4 was in the crate?”


    Wade frowned. “Enough to make a dozen large packages.”


    “We’ll compare the bombs as we go and see if the material adds up.” Kenn peered closer at the screen. “The boss will get the ship evacuated.”


    Jennifer slapped the mike back into the holder. “That’s why Tonya isn’t answering. Daisey did something to her ship too!”


    “Maybe, but we don’t have time to worry about them right now. We have to get everyone off this cruise liner within the next 45 minutes.” Angela picked up the main mike for the ship, searching for words that wouldn’t cause a stampede.


    Jennifer didn’t have much experience with explosives. She assumed they had to be triggered or they would have already gone off. “Why so short?”


    Marc motioned. “Because this footage was taken right before they left. It’s been 11 hours now, and the timers in that crate were all set for 12.”


    Panic overwhelmed everyone for a minute at those words. They’d only had one successful evacuation so far, under Kenn’s direction in the mountain, and it had taken hours. No one had done better than that.


    Angela squared her shoulders. “There’s a first time for everything. This needs to be it.”
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    “Can she do it?”


    “Yes.” Marc held out tools for Kenn. The blasting cap had to be disarmed, and that took tiny screwdrivers and tweezers, along with the skill to know how hard to push when removing the screws. The block of C-4 itself was stable, but compression could trigger a chain reaction because the blasting cap was connected. “She’ll get everyone off this ship. She doesn’t fail at things like this.”


    Kenn examined the explosive and felt his stress level shoot up. This was the first bomb, and he was feeling a little rusty, like one wrong step might conjure a titan that he would barely survive. I didn’t think I had any side effects from Neil’s run, but here we are. “Do you think we can do it?”


    Marc wanted to say yes, but he couldn’t. “If they’re all this size, then there are 12 bombs. We only have the locations of nine so far. I hope we’ll find doubles in some of the places that we couldn’t see well on the footage, but…”


    Kenn grunted. “Yeah.” His hand wasn’t shaking now. Marc’s doubt had cleared the cobwebs. “Ready?”


    Marc grinned. “Just like old times.”


    Kenn smiled as his nerves calmed. “It does make me wish things were different.” He didn’t say how, though. He began disarming the first bomb.


    The cameras were feeding this to the screens all over the ship, but very few people were observing the show this time. The sound of cabinets and drawers being opened, emptied, and slammed shut were echoing through the halls as people threw things into bags and fled. Angela had told them the truth about the danger and who had done this to them.


    Fear and anger were running in equal amounts. The mood was chaotic. Residents were rushing to get to the top deck. Eagles were doing searches for the other explosives. Angela was on the radio, telling people to leave, and the ship was responding with flickering lights, small groans, and creaks of fear. It was a rough environment that made the Marines relax. This was what they lived for, what they’d been missing.


    I didn’t have to go on a run to get it. Marc knew that wasn’t a healthy way to view this situation, but it’s who he was deep down. “Did she let this one play out so I wouldn’t be bored?”


    Kenn chuckled harshly. “You always think everything she does is about you.” Kenn’s laughter stopped. “So, yeah.”


    Cate scowled at a group of camp members rushing by them to reach the stairs. This lounge was along a main hallway.


    Cody lifted a shield around Marc and Kenn as more people appeared at the end of this hall. Most of them had suitcases and were heading for the stairs, but Cody wasn’t taking any chances.


    Angela had assigned the twins to protect the Marines while they disarmed the bombs. The men hadn’t argued. Knowing where Cate and Cody were at was actually a relief for Marc. When it came time to go, he and Kenn would each grab a child and run. He wasn’t concerned with Kenn accidentally setting off any of the explosives. Kenn was the best EOD man he’d ever worked with. A year away from explosive ordnance duty wasn’t going to detract from his natural skill.


    Marc used his free hand to sweep his longer hair from his neck as sweat ran down his skin. All four of them were wearing kits that dragged at their shoulders. Kenn’s was full of baby items and keepsakes of him and Tonya. His rifle and sidearm were also on him, adding to the weight and the heat of his body as he worked. Marc’s kit held the guns and ammo that Angela had given him before their dream walk. His memories were in his mind instead of a keepsake, though his rifle and Colts were on his hips and back.


    Cate and Cody’s kits held changes of clothes in various sizes, jars of baby food that clinked when they moved, and pictures they’d grabbed from walls and desks. Some were pictures of their family. Some were pictures of other families. The twins wanted their friends to have those things.


    “You okay?”


    Cody nodded at his sister. “Not even running low yet.”


    Cate had agreed to let Cody have the first shift of holding a shield, saving her energy for reading the minds of those around them. Many of the people going by had faith that Marc and Kenn would be able to save the ship.


    “But some of them want you to fail. They want us to blow up!” Cate growled at two frowning normal women who walked by swiftly.


    Marc marked them mentally. Those women had been den mothers until five minutes ago, when Wade had fired them.


    Kenn gently pulled the det cord from the blasting cap as sweat ran down the crack of his ass. It had been a long time since he’d sweated this much.


    Marc opened the small container they’d picked.


    Kenn placed the C-4 into it and stored the cap in the open bag hanging from his belt. “One done. How long?”


    Marc checked his watch. “Looks like 11 minutes.”


    “Damn. Way too slow!” Kenn kept his tool in hand as he went over to the opposite side of the lounge, where another explosive pack was stuck to the wall. Put down close to the floor and hidden by a chair, Daisey had made sure it wouldn’t be noticed unless people were searching. “It’s too bad she’s evil. She would have made a good explosives tech.”


    Marc moved the chair aside while Kenn got started. “I just hope she’s dead.”


    They still hadn’t gotten a response from Tonya. They were all sure something bad had happened.


    Kenn concentrated on disarming the next bomb so he didn’t go crazy with worry over his mate.


    More residents came by, carrying bags and grudges.


    Cody glared this time. “Keep going, turncoats!”


    Cate let her eyes glow bright red in support.


    The group hurried by, but their thoughts were ugly.


    “They wanted to stop you. They want this ship gone so magic users will take the submarine and leave.” Cody resumed his normal calm, cool demeanor, shoving his hands into his pockets. “The alpha is going to clear them out soon. They’ve sealed their own fates.”


    Kenn gently disconnected the cap with his tiny screwdriver.


    Marc checked the monitor in the corner, scanning to see how Angela was doing with the evacuation. Kenn would get faster with each bomb, but there wasn’t time to search out the others they were missing. If Angela didn’t find them in the footage, the Adrianna would be lost. “They just might get their wish, and if that happens, Angela might kill them all with her bare hands.”
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    “Someone’s coming this way.” Ellie was in the shadows by the entrance to the bridge.


    Angela had left the lights off in here. It made it easier to see the ladder, the ramp, the stairs, and the Eagles on the island, who were waving people along with torches. They didn’t have enough flashlights. Everyone had been relieved to discover Angela had ordered torches made after they’d survived the island fire, but the torches were created from the hulks of fallen trees that had already burned. They weren’t going to last until dawn.


    “It’s two camp women.” Ellie’s voice sharpened with dislike. “They were den mothers.”


    Angela kept scanning footage, still searching for the other bombs. “Move away from the door.”


    Ellie hurried over to the portable play yard that had been set up by the elevator. Mathew and Karleen were in it, sleeping. Mike and Mia were in pumpkin seats next to that play yard, covered with blankets, and playing with quiet toys. This half of the bridge was full of playpens and pumpkin seats, though all of the others were empty. Ellie stood between Angela’s family and the door, hand resting on the butt of her gun.


    Mike and Mia watched her, absorbing the tense air. Ellie was sure Angela had asked the twins not to make noise. Ellie smiled at them, trying to send comfort as the two disgraced women climbed the bridge stairs.


    Both females were ruffled and rowdy, glaring at the angry sentries on the deck. News was spreading that almost all of the den mothers had been fired. The guards were fuming about the reason for it.


    So was Angela. The fury in her veins was hot enough to melt bones, but she controlled it. That’s part of my job.


    “Angela! We want a word.”


    “They kicked us out! We want our jobs back!”


    “You had no right to fire us without proof!”


    Angela kept working as the former den mothers reached the entrance to the bridge.


    The woman in front bounced off a shield and staggered backward into the other one. They tangled, losing their balance. Both women fell, banging legs and arms.


    It wasn’t enough to satisfy the witnesses.


    Ellie motioned toward the door. “Those two don’t care about the kids at all. They need to be given jobs away from children. I put it in my notes.”


    “Haven’t had a chance to go over those yet.” Angela hit the button for the next tape. She glanced at the two women who were rubbing sore spots as they came back up the stairs. “Give me the basics.”


    Ellie scowled at the two women. “They always leave magic users to be fed last. They don’t wipe them when they change their diapers. They don’t brush their hair or even put clean clothes on them unless they know someone important is coming by. I’ve been going behind them and handling it without telling anyone, like you asked me to do, but I’m so pissed! They need someone to show them what it’s like to be mistreated!”


    The two fired women paled, mouths shutting, guilt flashing over their faces. They began retreating.


    “Hold them, Gordon.”


    The shield over the bridge expanded, trapping the women on the stairs at Angela’s order.


    “Let us go!”


    “The Eagles already punished us!”


    Angela sighed in disappointment, knowing it would rile Ellie up even more. She was curious what her future daughter-in-law would do. “They’re right. The Eagles fired them. I can’t punish them twice under our laws.” Angela hit pause on the footage. “Let them go.”


    Gordon lowered his shield, freeing them and revealing himself.


    Both former den mothers celebrated. The one in front sneered, mocking Ellie.


    Ellie strode forward, drawing her gun. She flipped it around in a quick, neat move that would have made any Eagle proud and hammered the metal butt into the woman’s jaw.


    Mocker slid to her knees, blood pooling on her chin. She slid down the top step, dazed.


    Ellie stomped her foot.


    “No!” Mocker rolled down the next step, cringing.


    The other female ran for the ladder to the dock to avoid Ellie’s wrath.


    Ellie stayed in the doorway, glaring. “Mock me again. See if I don’t kill you next time.”


    “I’m sorry!” The pistol-whipped woman crawled down the metal stairs, dripping blood and groaning.


    Gordon laughed. “Sexy.”


    The sound reminded both women of Adrian.


    Ellie wiped the blood onto her jeans and holstered. Gordon was cute, and he had that Mitchel draw, but he was too tame for her, too friendly. I prefer my men temperamental and dangerous.


    Angela’s lips curved. Same.


    Gordon brought his shield back up, still grinning.


    “That was personal. It had nothing to do with them, the Eagles, or their former jobs. I’ll spend a day on toilet duty for fighting.” Ellie faced Angela and waited.


    Angela hit play on the footage. “That was so bad of you. Bad, bad, bad. Mia just spit up. Change that shirt and consider yourself punished.”


    Ellie chuckled. “I’ll do that right now.”


    Gordon snickered.


    Ellie finished the chore quickly, wondering where Sarah was. She’d expected to need to calm her down repeatedly.


    “She’s trying to reach Tonya.”


    Ellie didn’t ask Angela how that was possible. She didn’t want to know yet. When she fully embraced magic, that would change. I’ll want to learn everything I can about it then. For now, just knowing I’m one of them is enough. I don’t need to use it.


    Angela was pleased. Ellie could have used her power on the two normals, but she’d chosen her gun instead. She was an Eagle first. Charlie would need that influence. “When you’re ready, you’ll have your pick of teachers.”


    Ellie squared her shoulders. “You.”


    Angela did smile this time, but there was little warmth behind it. She was too pissed. “It will be my honor.”


    The elevator dinged.


    Gordon and Ellie moved in front of it, hands dropping to their weapons.


    The door opened, revealing Jennifer, Kyle, and a load of squirming, packed-in kids.


    Ellie and Gordon began unloading them into the play yards and pumpkin seats that were scattered through this side of the bridge. Half of the portable furniture was occupied by the time they were done.


    Ellie smiled at Autumn as Jennifer handed the girl over. “How many left?”


    “Another full load. Wade is with them.” Jennifer and Kyle’s kits were full. They dropped them to the floor.


    Each bag contained supplies. When they came back, they would be carrying two more full bags. Jennifer didn’t show how much pain she was in from it. She was young, and Kyle kept shoving energy into her despite needing it for his healing hand. She would survive. And so will all of these kids!


    Jennifer was just happy that Angela had given her the chore even though she hadn’t fully recovered from giving birth yet. The need to help the kids had begun beating in her brain as soon as she’d seen the first bomb on the footage.


    Kyle gently rubbed his aching fingers. “Things are getting ugly down there. The normals are accusing each other of helping Daisey. We stopped two fights, but there will be more.”


    Angela shrugged. “They’re tired of these constant disruptions to their lives.”


    Kyle sensed she didn’t want to hear more about it. “How are we getting all the kids off the ship?” Kyle had done the count. They didn’t have enough senior people here to handle it.


    Jennifer had wondered the same thing. “Please don’t say the new military force.” She didn’t mind those men and women so far. They were being helpful, carrying things and escorting elderly residents to the cargo bay, but they were too unknown for Jennifer to want them around the kids.


    “I drafted some people who want FND work, mostly normals. They’re arriving now.”


    Everyone frowned at Angela’s words, but there wasn’t time to argue as steps approached.


    Angela motioned. “Let them in.”


    Gordon reluctantly lowered his shield to allow the dozen men and women into the crowded bridge.


    Angela kept searching the monitors. “Where did she put them?!”


    Jennifer, Kyle, and Gordon dug into the new arrivals.


    Jim and the other men who’d worked with Marc to clear the island bunkers didn’t fight the mental invasions. Neither did the females who’d come with them. The women were magic users and mates of these normal men. They were already connected to the hive. They’d been helping with shifts on whatever shitty chore needed to be done for the last month. This was a huge bump for them. They opened their minds to the enforcer and her husband while scanning the little ones to determine who needed to be cared for first. These women couldn’t have kids, but they loved children. The same was true of their mates and friends.


    Jim’s brown hair rested on his shoulders, covering the straps of the kit he was wearing. The corner of a baby blanket stuck out from the end of it where the zipper hadn’t been pulled up all the way.


    Kyle scanned the kits the others were wearing and found familiar shapes. They grabbed baby supplies instead of personal belongings.


    Like when they’d gone to help Marc clear the bunkers for food, this group was wearing jeans, long-sleeved shirts, and belts with weapons, though they had an idea of how to use those tools now thanks to the training they’d been getting. Their kits were still badly packed and off balance, but Kyle attributed that to the contents.


    Jim came over to Angela, ignoring the way her defenders tensed. “Thank you for giving us this chance.”


    Angela grunted. “Just stick to our deal, and you’ll get what you want.”


    “Yeah, about that.” Jim gestured. “Let’s save it for some other crisis. We all feel bad that the den mothers weren’t taking care of the kids. We just want to help. Deals can wait.”


    Angela finally looked up.


    Fury filled the bridge as her bright red eyes went over all of them in angry warning. Even the children stilled, sensing danger. She was furious, and her men weren’t here to calm her down.


    Jim didn’t flinch from her. He found it fascinating. “Does that hurt?”


    Angela’s tone was icy. “Only my enemies.”


    Jim preferred this rage to the sadness she’d been projecting before, but both were dangerous. Let’s see if I can change it. “Will you teach me how to do that for Halloween? It’ll be perfect with my vampire costume.”


    Angela laughed in surprise. Her eyes faded to worried blue.


    Her leadership people marked Jim as someone special.


    Jim examined the screens in front of her. One of them was paused on what could only be a bomb, giving her an example of what to search for. He frowned. “You can’t find them all.”


    Angela scanned him. Her mouth opened. “Where would you place them?”


    Jim didn’t take offense. “Any areas where I knew it would hurt the most people or cause this ship to sink.”


    The ship groaned. The lights on every deck dimmed.


    Jim shrugged. “But Daisey wouldn’t know the best places, and she was in a hurry. She would target people directly.”


    Angela confirmed that. “We found three of them in the kids’ area. She was pissed about being demoted.”


    Jim now understood why all of the kids were being given personal protectors.


    Those with him muttered and hoped Tonya killed the evil woman slowly.


    Angela waved at Jennifer. “Go get the rest of the kids.”


    Kyle tugged Jennifer into the elevator with his good hand and got them moving.


    Jim’s mind sped over what he knew about Daisey. His intelligence was clear. Angela just needed to be sure of his loyalty before she gifted him with what he wanted most.


    “She was hurt that the normals were shutting her out. You checked our deck?”


    Angela nodded. “Three more there, hidden by furniture.”


    Jim paled. He was glad that he and his friends had been evacuated.


    Jim rotated toward the bridge window, mind clicking and clacking. He saw the line of residents waiting to take the ladder to the dock. Eagles on the island were holding torches and providing escorts to town. “She hated the church people more than you even. We all heard her ranting before she was told to stay in the medical bay. Try the chapels.”


    Angela sent that straight to Ed and Vario through the hive. “Thank you.”


    “I wish I could do more.” Jim went over to the smallest play yard. “Which one do you want me to carry?”


    “Ellie will decide. Pay attention to what she says. She’s not in a good mood either.” Angela went to the live screens and began controlling the cameras to narrow in on the walls of the chapel on the deck by the medical bay.


    Ellie scowled at the volunteers. “First, you’ll be carrying one on your front and one on your back. The kids are used to the harnesses we use. You’ll get kicked a lot because their legs are swinging free. They’re not trying to hurt you. They’re just babies learning to control their bodies. If you slap them or pinch them or even yell at them for it, I will break your fucking fingers while you sleep!”


    The normals brooded, but no one doubted she would follow through.


    The magic users deferred to her in respect. Ellie was turning out to be a vicious defender who didn’t need her power to be intimidating.


    “Second, as you go down the ladder, you have to lean back a little so the baby in the front isn’t crushed. Third, you have to check on them once a minute to make sure they’re okay. Sometimes the harness straps tighten with movement. Sometimes they reach out and grab whatever they can. It’s not to be a pain. They’re just babies. They’re curious about the world around them. For the child in the back, you check on them by using the mirror you’ll be given, like this.” Ellie demonstrated.


    The group of volunteers paid attention while Gordon searched their minds for betrayal and Angela searched the screens for the bombs they still hadn’t found.


    The loose step creaked.


    The descendants all turned toward the bridge stairs.


    Gordon hurried over there to provide protection.


    “Lower your shield so no one fires.”


    Troy did, grinning.


    Angela waved him over. “Update me, quickly.”


    Gordon and the others frowned at the boy who’d managed to sneak most of the way up the stairs without being noticed.


    Troy was like a miniature version of every Eagle, except that he wasn’t armed. He didn’t need to be. He had strong gifts they could feel just waiting to be used, but Angela clearly trusted him not to do unless it was needed.


    Troy joined Angela. “They’ve disarmed the two in the lounge, the three on the normals’ deck, and are almost done with the three in the kids’ area. They’ll do the one in the medical bay next. Vario’s team is clearing each deck while Vario and Ed search for the ones we’re missing. The medics are gathering supplies and equipment. Jack woke up and is helping them. They’re keeping him and Dace away from each other for now in hopes that Dace won’t remember what they were fighting about. Jack remembered everything.”


    Troy took a breath and then continued. “The cooks are gathering coolers of food. The pontoon bridge is almost in place so people with medical issues can walk to the dock and skip going down the ladder. Daryl and his crew are handling that.”


    “Brittani?”


    “Candy and Conner are with her, along with Bernice, Crissy, Crenshaw, Danny, and Candy’s babies. They’ll get her to the cargo bay and stay with her as she goes over the bridge to the island.”


    “The teens in the theater?”


    “Gus handled it just like you said to. He was calm, and it kept the kids calm. Even Wendy, Harold, Hanali, and Dutch are behaving. They love it that you’re letting them all attend the teen events together even though three of them aren’t really old enough yet. They’re packing bags now and then coming up here to help with whatever you need. Gus got the Roberts boys and Laura’s nieces to be the leaders, like you wanted. It’s working out fine so far.” Troy was glad he’d been given the job of updating the boss and relaying messages, though. He felt special because of it.


    “You are special, Troy.” Angela gestured. “Tell Gus to get the teens gathering water from the filtered locations. We’ll use the stacks of jugs in the cargo bay that were supposed to be for the gardens. The island has empty barrels that didn’t get filled yet. They’ll escort a group of people to town, pour the clean water in a barrel, and return for a second load of water and people, then stay on the island and help Jim’s group protect these kids. Tell them to make sure they put the lids back on the barrels, and to use the pontoon bridge for both trips.” Angela put a hand on Troy’s wrist. “Keep track of them all for me? I’ll be crushed if we lose any of the children, no matter their age. Don’t let me be crushed.”


    Troy’s adoration lit up his face. “I’ll cover it!” He ran out of the bridge, already contacting Gus mentally.


    Ellie started handing out the harnesses and showing Jim’s group how to put them on.


    Gordon watched the stairs and the long line of nervous camp members who were heading for the ladder to the dock. The police force, minus a few members that Angela had drafted for other duties, were standing at the top and bottom of the ladder, guiding residents through the climb. Rookie Eagles were escorting groups to town. The dark jungle and black sky offered no comfort, but there wasn’t chaos. A few fights had happened between normals who were tired of the backstabbing, but the evacuation itself had been orderly.


    Gordon couldn’t help comparing it to what he’d grown up with. His mother and Trevor had been good leaders, but they’d never been this organized. They never would have been able to defeat Reicher on their own. They were right to hide.


    Angela now believed that too, but she refused to think about where Tilly had ended up. Gordon didn’t need to know how his mother was spending eternity. “When Wade gets back up here, I want you to go guard the cooks and escort them to the island. Tell them we’ll need a meal as soon as possible, anything but fish. Eagles will help them set up the big camping stoves. Make sure they stay together.”


    “I will.” Dwight and Quincy were on duty in the mess right now, but Gordon wanted to be there too, to protect his dad. He was grateful to Angela for knowing that.


    Angela switched to the next chapel camera as frustration welled.


    “We’re not going to be able to find them all in time, are we?”


    Angela refused to answer Ellie’s fearful question aloud. No.


    The ship crackled, lurching to the side in terror.


    Screams came from down below.


    Angela slammed her hand on the counter. “Then help me find them! I can’t save you if I can’t find the bombs!”


    The lights brightened as the ship righted. There was a sense of the boat doing a frightened self-evaluation that matched Angela’s distraught scans.


    The volunteers in the bridge put their harnesses on, put a mirror in their pocket, and paid attention to Ellie’s instructions for each child they were given. They were scared, and they didn’t want to lose their ship, their home, but even that fear couldn’t distract from the fact that they now had kids to care for, where they’d had none before. The feeling was intense. Only those who’d longed for children but couldn’t have any would have truly understood.
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    “Come in, Sailor One!” Selina’s panicked, teary voice slammed through the dim halls.


    Even Kenn looked over as she staggered by with her companions.


    Angela had ordered Zack to supervise clearing out the medical bay and to keep Selina with him. His sons were carrying equipment to the cargo bay for people to take with them as they went to the island. Zack was keeping them all moving while teaching Selina how to operate the portable radio. She already had a good instinct for how long to wait between calls.


    “She’ll end up being our new radio man.”


    Kenn carefully twisted the screwdriver. “Radiowoman.”


    Marc chuckled without humor. “Okay.”


    “It’s been half an hour. They should have done a channel check by now.”


    Marc didn’t want to make Kenn’s worry worse, but he nodded. “I told Adrian to do a 30-minute sweep of all channels. It was to keep him busy, mostly, but there might be someone waiting for them on land. A check of the channels every 30 minutes instead of the hour we usually do might catch a transmission.”


    Kenn pulled the det cord. “Something happened on their ship.”


    “Probably.” Marc held the box open for Kenn to deposit the chunk of deformed C-4. Daisey hadn’t been careful. It was a miracle that she hadn’t blown herself up, and the ship, while connecting the blasting caps and detonator cords to the C-4. “Tonya has senior Eagles onboard. They’ll cover it.”


    Kenn rose and headed for the next bomb without agreeing or arguing. It was the last explosive here in the kids’ area. All of the children were on the island now. Wade, Kyle, and Jennifer had all been given other duties. Kenn could feel his son wondering where he was and what was happening. KJ was being cared for by a normal named Jim. Kenn didn’t like that, but he knew Angela had arranged the caregivers. His son was safe. Tonya is who I’m worried about.


    “Easy.” Marc swept the stinky rooms.


    The area had been stripped of clothes, toys, supplies, playpens, and portable gear. Other than pictures on the walls and big furniture, it was hard to tell who had been living here unless you were familiar with the smells. To the men who’d been caring for their newborns, it was clear that this area had needed a deep cleaning. They didn’t know why the den mothers hadn’t been doing it. Cleaning was part of that job.


    Cate glanced over. “They only cleaned when the alpha or the enforcers were coming by. They made the older kids do it the rest of the time, but we’re not good at cleaning…”


    Marc’s anger rose. “That’s why they were fired?”


    Cate didn’t feel bad for those people at all. “Some, but they weren’t doing their jobs in other ways too.”


    Kenn paused. “What other ways?”


    Cate scanned the hall. “Tell you later.”


    She doesn’t want me distracted.


    Marc confirmed Kenn’s thought. “Neither do I. We’ll light someone’s ass up for it later, together.”


    Kenn forced his mind back into the work.


    Loud voices outside echoed as another group of people went toward the top deck, but they weren’t scared. They were fighting.


     


    “You were on Daisey’s side! You wanted the church group to be in charge!”


    “I didn’t help her! I just agreed with her!”


    “You voted against the boss, didn’t you?!”


    “Yes! I don’t want those freaks leading us!”


     


    The sounds of a struggle came.


    Both kids lifted a shield over the Marines in case the brawl made it in here.


    Marc handed Kenn tools and listened to the scuffle. He didn’t consider interfering. The normals were clearing out problems in their ranks. He approved of it.


    “It’ll cause a riot if she lets this go on.”


    Marc shrugged. “So?”


    Kenn grunted. “Fair enough.”


    The speaker crackled with Angela’s voice. “I found one. It’s in the main chapel where Tim was living, on the altar. That’s 11.”


    We’ll get to it, Marc answered mentally. His hands were too full to reach his radio.


    “We’re 85% evacuated… Can you hurry at all?”


    Marc didn’t answer. They were already going as fast as they could, and she knew it. The fact that she’d asked that with such a begging tone told him they were almost out of time. The anxiety coming through their new bond was sharp, clear.


    Kenn did try to go faster, also affected by her tone. He’d gotten used to the hardass leader who couldn’t be rattled by anything. “More light!”


    The lights over Kenn brightened at his order.


    The ship wanted to live. It knew by their dread that things were dire. Odd groans and pops were echoing all over the huge boat.


    Angela’s voice came over the radio again. “Everyone needs to be off this ship in less than 17 minutes. Get to the cargo bay or the top deck right now and get off this boat! You have less than 17 minutes!”


    Kenn yanked out the cord and immediately headed for the chapel by the medical bay. He put the C-4 in the box Marc was holding as they traversed the deserted passageway.


    Marc followed, with the kids on their heels. “We won’t have time to get off the ship from the top deck after we finish in the main chapel. We’ll go across the pontoon bridge. We can jump into the water if we have to.”


    Kenn didn’t waste time answering. A feeling of doom swept over him and turned his gut.


    He broke into a run.
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    “Stop running! You’re safe over here!”


    Rookies tried to calm the panic as residents came over the dock, but the anger was building. Those who were happy to be in Safe Haven were tired of everyone else screwing it up. They were accusing, threatening, and demanding to know who all was in on this latest betrayal.


    Angela was aware of what was happening. She kept scanning the areas Daisey had gone to, replaying the footage over and over.


    Wade was her guard now. She knew how much he wanted to be with the kids. She felt the same, but this was also a leader’s job. It was a test for all of them. The next time something like this happened, leadership positions might have changed from people resigning.


    Wade snorted. “We’re not quitting on you, Boss.”


    Angela wanted to give him a relieved, grateful comment, but she only had rage in her heart.


    Shouts echoed up the ramp. Another fight was starting.


    Angela ignored it.


    “You need to put a stop to that.”


    “No, I don’t.” Angela scanned the final line of people who were going toward the ladder. Jim’s group had gotten the kids to the island and were headed to town. Another line of torches was leading church people to the tent so they could pray. Angela had told them not to go there, that it would stir up the camp because Daisey had been one of them, but Max had ignored her and ushered his chosen clique toward the canvas chapel anyway.


    Wade frowned. “You’re letting it happen.”


    Angela faced him. Her eyes were once again bright red, but this time, there wasn’t a brave normal here to use humor to calm her down. “They call me a monster in their thoughts. After all I’ve done for them, they want me gone. They want all of us gone. They even hate my kids! Why would I stop a purge when I feel the same way about them?”


    Wade wanted to say magic was strange and it caused hard feelings, but his mouth refused to voice those lies. She was right. The bad parts of Safe Haven needed to be removed so the good parts could grow in peace. “This is why you sent Adrian away. He would have stopped it.”


    Angela faced the dark windows; that line of torches was moving steadily toward the church tent. “I want an update.”


    Wade concentrated, connecting with Marc through the hive.


    We’re working on the one in the main chapel.


    You only have four minutes.


    Marc didn’t answer, but Wade felt his excitement about the challenge. A small part of him understood, but Wade refused to examine it right now. He connected to Vario, Ed, and Jennifer at the same time. Update me.


    Instead of talking to him mentally, all three exhausted Eagles came hurrying up the ramp, making gestures that said the ship was empty.


    Wade didn’t know how they’d cleared it so fast, but he trusted them. Each of the three had a clipboard with the names of everyone in Safe Haven, all marked off now. The sentries at the top and bottom of the ladder had the same list.


    The sense of doom that followed the trio settled over the top deck like a shroud. They were all loaded with kits and bags of supplies and gear that had been overlooked as the evacuation happened, but it wouldn’t be enough to hold them for long, and Wade knew it.


    Angela picked up the mike. “Two minutes and then run. That’s all the time you have left, or you won’t make it to the cargo bay!”


    Kyle appeared at the top of the ramp, pushing Cate and Cody in front of him. The kids weren’t fighting him because the order had come from Angela, but they were upset that they’d had to leave Marc and Kenn down there.


    Both kids started to go to the bridge.


    Angela’s bright red eyes discouraged that.


    Kyle herded them toward the ladder.


    Cate and Cody had youthful energy keeping them moving while being loaded down with full kits on their backs and bags in their hands. Kyle wasn’t carrying anything this time except the heavy weight of his concern. Relief passed over his face as he saw Jennifer was already up here.


    Selina and Zack reached the bottom of the ladder and headed for the island.


    “Come in, Sailor One! Come in!” Selina’s voice was hoarse from the calls and the crying, but no one told her to stop.


    With every call she made that didn’t get an answer, the worry increased and so did the fury. Everyone had heard about Tonya possibly being in danger. That was flipping the anger into something ugly.


    Jennifer sent a quick message to the guards to quit trying to calm things down. Stay out of it, Boss’s orders.


    “Go to town and make sure the kids are safe.” Kyle stayed by the ladder, waving Jennifer over as Cate and Cody obeyed him. “It’s time for us to go too.”


    Jennifer joined him, but she lingered, waiting for Angela.


    Ed and Vario went down the ladder next, following mental orders from the alpha to make sure the town was secure but not to interfere with whatever was happening. They were only supposed to protect the innocent. Both men were eager to get there. Vario wanted to be sure his team and Debra were okay. Ed wanted to check on Suzanne. Both of those females had helped the medics carry equipment to town that was irreplaceable.


    We got it. Coming your way. Marc wasn’t relieved, though. They hadn’t found the 12th bomb.


    Angela went toward the ladder.


    Wade and Troy escorted her, while Kyle and Jennifer hurried down ahead of her.


    Marc and Kenn emerged onto the pontoon bridge. Both men had scooped up a couple of bags on their way through the cargo bay, but they hadn’t stopped for more. The feeling of time being gone settled in as they ran across the bobbing bridge.


    Dark water slapped against the ship in warning. Time’s up. Time’s up. Time’s up.


    Angela’s watch began beeping. “One minute!”


    She and Wade went down the ladder as fast as they could, meeting Marc and Kenn as they reached the dock. All of them ran toward the island.


    The ship cried out in panicked terror. Don’t leave me!


    No one stopped.


    The dock groaned beneath their boots, swaying unsteadily.


    The dark jungle beckoned to them, but Marc led them toward the hill instead. “Draw energy for shields!”


    As Angela reached the end of the dock, a wave of pain slammed into her. She glanced at the water and realized Parker was still alive down there, being tortured by the Ocean King. She regarded Wade in horror. “The church!”


    Wade understood at the same time. He keyed the radio on his belt while he ran. “Get them out of the tent! Evac the tent!”


    An explosion lit up the island above them.


    The fireball reached the tops of bare trees and sank down. A huge puff of dark smoke blasted up to blend in with the night sky.


    The recoil hit the jungle where they would have been and blew through barren trees, knocking some of them into the path. Hot air rushed over the dock, making the ship whimper.


    Screams drifted down, along with the feeling of death.


    “Medic!”


    “Oh, God!”


    “Get the medics to the church!”


    The panic in those voices told Angela the scene was dire, but she let Marc lead them up the hill, away from the chaos. His instinct had already saved them from the pressure wave.


    Marc grabbed her arm and pulled her along faster. “Keep going.”


    “But that was the 12th bomb.” Troy stayed with them, frowning. “It’s over now.”


    Kenn grabbed the boy’s arm to make sure he didn’t slow either. “It didn’t match the size of the ones we’ve been working on. That explosion should have been 50 feet in the air.”


    Marc went faster. “The evil bitch must have split the last C-4 block. There were 13 bombs!”


    Death appeared in front of them, pointing at Angela.


    The ship shuddered behind them, creaking. Help me!


    Angela lifted her strongest shield around their group.


    The others were still making the connection and trying to do the same when the air around them thinned.


    And then the Adrianna exploded into a million flaming bullets of broken wood, bitter pain, and shattered dreams.
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    “This isn’t right.”


    “They aren’t in pain, and we didn’t hurt them.” The scarred man checked on Shawn’s bonds one more time before scanning the cargo area of the ship that was full of gear and unconscious captives. “They’ll have a bit of a headache when they wake, and that’s it.”


    The scarred man’s name was Devlin, and the ugly blemish stretched across his chin all the way to his blond hair on both sides, as if someone had tried to cut off his head. The scar was jagged and pale against his tanned skin, making it all the more noticeable. Richie tried not to stare at it so he didn’t draw the man’s anger. “What are you going to do with them?”


    Devlin went toward the narrow steps. “We’ll keep a few and sell the rest. We’ll be rich, and protected by magic users who can’t hurt us.”


    Half of the men who’d been with Devlin in the mess when he talked to Angela joined their leader. They moved quietly to keep from alerting anyone above deck who was still awake.


    Richie knew there were a few of those. He could hear their concerned voices, but they hadn’t come down here. He assumed they could sense the danger that was waiting. “Which ones are we keeping?”


    “Tonya, because she’s a medic, and the couple, Neil and Sam. They’ll do anything to keep us from hurting the other one. Plus, they’re the strongest. Never get rid of your special cards, boy.” Devlin’s eyes glittered in the lantern light. “We’ll force the bond with the one they all admire even as they hate him.”


    Richie stood by the stairs, holding a gun and feeling ill. He had never been able to adjust to female leadership. Losing all the other braves who’d come along had deepened that mistrust. Now, as he began to understand there was no coming back and no going home, he wondered if they’d all been sent with Safe Haven to die. “We shouldn’t have done this. They were letting us go.”


    “Listen to yourself!” Devlin ridiculed him angrily. “They were letting us go. Remember who you are!”


    “You’re right.” Richie did want normals in charge of the world, and he did hate Angela for her ruthless control. “But the Eagles…” They became my brothers.


    Devlin snatched the gun from Richie’s loose grip. “Snap out of it. This was your idea!”


    Richie cringed. He wasn’t a good fighter, and he didn’t fit in, even among his own kind. When he got off this boat, he couldn’t return to his tribe. I’ve lost everything.


    Devlin felt his sadness and had a rare moment of sympathy. “You’re young. You’ll find another group of people you can live with.” His face hardened again. “But it won’t be us. You’re too soft to be a fighter, and I won’t carry anyone’s weight.”


    Richie didn’t argue. He was the brains of this mutiny, not the brawn. “I’ll find a bunker that needs a planner.”


    “Good idea.” Devlin went around him. “The sedative should have taken effect by now on everyone who ate dinner. Let’s go get the rest of them secured.”


    Richie scanned the sleeping captives again. One side of the ship was full of bunks and cots that held some of the most dangerous descendants in the world, all drugged and tied to their beds. They’d come down right after dinner to rest before their shift started. The sedative would only last for an hour, but in that time, the normals would gain control of this ship and the magic. Richie had dropped the pills into the pot of soup himself. The entire boat was now at the mercy of Devlin, who seemed to have very little of it. “What have I done?”


    “You gave our kind a chance to inherit the Earth. Now, get over here! And bring that box of rope.”


    Richie did as ordered, heart hurting.


    Devlin stopped right before the last step. “We’re coming up there now. Before you start blasting out magic, you should know we have 27 captives. The pregnant woman will be the first one we kill!”


    There was silence for a few seconds. Then Tonya’s furious voice came. “We won’t fire. Tell me what you want.”


    Devlin laughed coldly. “We’ll get to that shortly.” He stepped onto the top deck of the ship.


    A fast glance told him all but four of the crew were passed out in various places, even the captain, who was slumped next to the wheel. The ship was sailing smoothly through the dark waters while a bright moon gave Devlin a clear view of the magic users who now wanted him dead.


    A chill went down his spine, but it was too late to change his mind. “Richie will tie your hands. If you decide to kill him, we will take it out on a captive below.” Devlin shrugged. “But he’s not staying with us, so it isn’t a loss if you knock out a few of his teeth.”


    Adrian hadn’t liked Devlin when the man joined them back in Nevada because he’d refused to become an Eagle and his work ethic wasn’t good, but he hadn’t suspected the man of being this callous. I should have been using my power to search their minds.


    Neil snorted. You wouldn’t have removed him. You wanted every survivor back then.


    Adrian didn’t argue because Neil was right. If I’d known, I would have tried to convert him.


    The group of users that Devlin usually hung out with hadn’t come up here with him. Neil assumed that’s who was still below with the other captives. The four normal males who had come up with Devlin were the ones who’d left the mess after Angela confirmed there were bunkers they could go to, bunkers run by men who disliked magic. These men were truly dangerous because they only cared about their own survival. Even Devlin cared about the people he was close to.


    Richie’s face was pale as he came up the stairs with the rope and saw the bodies of the crew lying sprawled across the deck. He knew every one of them, had called many of them friends.


    Devlin pointed. “Do that one first.”


    Neil held his hands out as Richie approached. His bright red eyes were full of contempt.


    Richie tied Neil’s hands and didn’t speak. There was nothing he could say that would make this okay.


    “While Richie gets you secured, let’s talk about the future.” Devlin ignored Tonya. He spoke to Adrian. “You will submit to my ownership and promise to protect us. If you refuse, I’ll make this deal with one of the others, and you’ll be sold to the highest bidder when we reach land. I heard the UN is hunting for you, as well as parts of the government who survived, and several individuals who are still pissed that you nailed their wives. I’d pick wisely.”


    Adrian didn’t speak. They’d agreed to be quiet until an opportunity came to fight. Adrian didn’t believe that plan was going to work, though. This takeover was too well coordinated. With so many captives below, and another dozen passed out up here, the Eagles couldn’t react like they’d been trained to.


    Devlin stomped on the deck. “Cut off a finger of the pregnant one!”


    Adrian felt Greg’s rage. He eased in front of the prone man who was pretending to be knocked out. “Stop. I’ll do it!”


    Devlin stomped on the deck again. “Hold off on the finger.”


    “You got it, Dev.”


    The answer from below was proof that the Eagles couldn’t rush into this situation. “I’ll only agree to this deal if you swear not to kill or maim anyone.”


    Devlin shrugged at Adrian’s demands. “You’re all worth more undamaged anyway.”


    Adrian’s red eyes flared brighter, then faded to pissed-off blue. “You caught me. You own me. I’ll protect you and your group of traitorous bastards.”


    Devlin didn’t blink at the insult. “You have to protect us if there’s an attack, even from the people on this ship.”


    Adrian nodded curtly. “I agree.”


    Magic spun through the air and locked the deal in place.


    Behind him, Greg went limp as he was bound. He was now their only hope for an escape.


    You’ll have to knock me out when it starts.


    No one answered Adrian’s order.


    Adrian hated the feeling, but he understood. He was now bonded to the enemy. They couldn’t risk telling him anything or agreeing with him because the magic would force him to interfere. He could feel it swirling around his neck in a warning that even his thoughts were no longer his own.


    Some of Devlin’s friends came up the steps, revealing eagerness and corruption. Neil hated them for their weak character. All they cared about was pleasure. Neil moved closer to Samantha.


    Richie approached Tonya with his eyes on the deck. Her anger was harsher than the others, churning out to threaten him even though she hadn’t spoken to him yet.


    Tonya held out her hands, red orbs burning holes into him. She was glad for the calm waters and warm temperature as she contemplated a plan that would likely result in some of them in the ocean. Attacking while under this type of spell always backfired, but it could still be used to give others freedom or an escape, like Samantha had done to reach the water when she’d believed Chad had tossed her twins overboard. Look at me.


    Richie tried to resist her draw.


    Tonya stayed still as he tightened the rope. Look at me, you piece of shit.


    Mentally weak, Richie looked at her.


    “You were there when the boss had the kids put those pictures up. You broke the rules of hospitality. You’re cursed.” Her attention went over Devlin and the small group that had just reached the top of the steps. “You’re all cursed.”


    Richie paled, retreating.


    Tonya kicked, slamming her foot between his legs.


    Richie slid to the deck in front of her, breath gone as pain lit up every nerve in his groin.


    Devlin waved a hand in scornful displeasure. “And that’s why we’re not bonded to one of the women. Even a man won’t do that to us.”


    One of the normals in Devlin’s group stared at Tonya in fear. “Is she right? Are we cursed?”


    “No.” A former Eagle came up the stairs, smirking. She hated these people and their harsh laws. Ethics had no place in the apocalypse. “We left. None of us are members anymore, so we’re not bound by those laws. We’re on our own.”


    The other two female Eagles who’d volunteered to come on this run were right behind her, but they didn’t agree. They hadn’t handed in resignations or told Angela they were jumping ship. The rules did apply to them, and they knew it.


    Devlin motioned at Adrian. “You’ve gotten a little revenge. Now you have to protect him too. No more abuse.”


    Adrian forced himself to agree.


    Tonya kept glaring at Richie. “That sick feeling in your gut? That’s death, and it’s coming for you, soon.”


    Richie scooted away from her, then rose on shaky legs.


    Neil drew Devlin’s attention before he decided to make Tonya shut up. “What was everyone drugged with?”


    “Just a sedative we got from the dentist. He dusted a common muscle relaxer with it.” Devlin grinned as Neil froze. “It isn’t just us. We left a dozen traitors back there to take over things. Right about now, that ship belongs to the Brawlers, and the dentist owns Marc.”


    Adrian took over the questioning. “When did you meet and plan it all?”


    Devlin rubbed it in. “We didn’t. We knew one of you freaks would notice that. We used Eagle code across crowded rooms while you were all distracted by the drama you seem to love so much.”


    “You planned this using my Eagle code?” Adrian was both dismayed and impressed. “You could have joined us and had your own team by now.”


    “I don’t want to be like you! I want you gone! Magic isn’t normal!”


    Neil tried to calm things, like he’d been trained to do. “Now what?”


    “Now we keep tight control until we get close enough to land for me to start making calls. By the time we reach America, we’ll have dozens of buyers waiting. We’ll offload our cargo and go north. That’s why we took the winter gear.” Devlin wasn’t worried about anyone finding out where they were going. North was the harshest place to live or travel, and they’d be there with magic users. He wasn’t worried about survival anymore, and now that he was out of the heavier gear, he was feeling better physically too.


    Everyone in his group was glad to be out of the gloves, hats, scarves, and parkas. They’d shed that gear as soon as this ship reached warmer water. Lean bodies now prowled the deck where a dozen passengers had collapsed as they ate. Soup was spilled in places, along with personal items and gear that had been knocked over. It created a cluttered top deck with a lot of shadows that hid Greg’s quiet movements as he worked on his bonds.


    “They’re all tied up.” A sleazy man eyed the women on the deck and settled on Isabel. “She’s mine.”


    Anger rumbled through the Eagles as the man padded toward her with unmistakable intent.


    “Leave her alone!” Guilt hit Tonya harder. Her meeting with Isabel to gather information about labs had run longer than she’d planned or she might have noticed the others getting so sleepy from the meal.


    Another of the captors, a slimy man, broke away from the group, aiming for Margret.


    Devlin frowned. “She’s one of them.”


    The slimy man scowled. “Are we supposed to spare them and only fuck our own kind?”


    Devlin laughed. “Well, when you put it like that…”


    Adrian struggled against the magic holding him. “We have a deal!”


    “Yes, to not kill or mutilate.” Devlin gestured. “They’ll be gentle. They won’t even pull hair.”


    The two rapists nodded as they approached their targets.


    Neil stepped over Isabel’s body while Tonya did the same for Margret. In a moment like this, Neil wished he was back on Heaven’s Road, fighting the angels. Being imprisoned up there for centuries had driven them insane. These normals didn’t have that excuse.


    “Stand down.”


    When Neil and Tonya ignored him, Devlin frowned at Adrian. “Make them obey me.”


    “No.” Magic seared Adrian’s skin and took him to his knees. He tried not to scream. “No!”


    Devlin drew his gun and strode over to Samantha. He put it to her chest and glared at Neil. “Stand down.”


    Samantha shuddered in rage. “We’re going to kill all of you!”


    Neil couldn’t protect them both. He left Isabel and slid between Devlin’s gun and Samantha. The choice made him feel dirty, but it was the only one he could make.


    Tonya refused to budge. “I’m not letting you do this.”


    During the standoff, Adrian chanced a fast glance at Greg.


    Greg felt attention go over him and stilled, keeping his breathing even.


    Sleazy grabbed Isabel’s arm and pulled her over to a clear spot on the deck. Then he started touching her.


    Slimy shoved Tonya, ducking her kick and bound punch. He grabbed Margret’s arm and pulled her away.


    Devlin’s gun rotated toward Tonya, making her freeze.


    Neil glared. “Be a real leader and make them stop!”


    Devlin’s tone was tolerant. “Just look away. They haven’t had sex in a year. It’ll be over quick.”


    “This isn’t sex! It’s rape!”


    He shrugged at Tonya. “There’s no difference.”


    “Is this how you got them to agree?”


    “Effective, wasn’t it? Promise orgasms, and you can own a man’s heart.” Devlin’s face went cold. “Promise him the freedom to kill those who would enslave him, and you’ll earn his loyalty. I promised my crew both.”


    Greg listened while he worked on his bonds. He was rubbing them against the corner of a large crate to split them, but it didn’t feel like he was making progress. He also didn’t know what to do once he was free. I can’t slaughter so many normals. Angela will never forgive me.


    A light appeared in Greg’s mind, dangerous, deadly. He recognized the feel of it. What are you doing here?!


    The mother sent me.


    Greg could see her stern face in his mind, lit by a golden halo that would allow her to find her way back through the darkness to Angela. He approved of the new outfit and the fighting gear, but he still saw the child under it. Sarah needed to be trained, but he’d lost the chance to do that before she was even reborn.


    Sarah scanned him and the others and shook her head in disgust. The mother will be furious.


    Greg tried to keep Sarah’s attention on him as Sleazy and Slimy began removing clothes. Can you untie my hands?


    No. I am limited so far away from my host. Even speaking is a drain.


    Greg’s anger grew as more of the normal men joined their friends, eager for a turn on the unconscious women. His demon stirred, clawed and hungry.


    Greg fought the anger, the change. He didn’t want to become a monster. She’ll never forgive me.


    Sarah studied the crate behind him. Can you shift the lid with your foot?


    Greg kept his body slack. Yes, but the guns inside are useless. If we fight back, someone below will be killed.


    Guns are not the only things in that crate. Sarah knelt beside Greg, ignoring the other descendants who sensed her presence. The mother will never love you, no matter what you do, but she will reward you for doing what she cannot. Let go of her ghost and chase your destiny.


    Greg understood, though he didn’t want to. He could have a good life in Safe Haven, but it would never be with Angela. Misery filled him. Wild rage was right behind it, fueling the tension that was building as the rapists stroked, poked, pinched.


    “Don’t do this.” Richie grabbed Devlin’s arm. “Make them stop!”


    Devlin shoved him to the deck. “Did you think we would be nice to them after everything they’ve done to our kind? Did you think those we sell them to won’t use their bodies as well as their power?”


    “But that one isn’t even a magic user!”


    “She’s one of them by choice.” Devlin spat toward Isabel’s almost naked body. “I’ll make sure she’s sold to the worst of the buyers.”


    Selito had refused to be part of this before they left, but he hadn’t told anyone it was coming. Richie didn’t know if Selito would be welcome with Devlin’s group because of that. Maybe he and I can stay together. Selito was passed out in a cot below, where Richie suddenly wished he was. The sense of doom coming, of his doom, was too clear.


    More clothes came off.


    Similar noises echoed from downstairs, telling them Amanda, Erin, Jayda, and the other females were also in danger.


    “You do shit like this and then have the nerve to be upset when a superior species replaces you!” Samantha stayed behind Neil, but only because his hands were keeping her there. “You’re disgusting pigs! All of you!”


    Devlin waved it off. “Women have a purpose, and they’re about to serve theirs. It’s the natural order.”


    Greg lifted his leg and gently eased the lid of the crate over.


    Adrian groaned to cover the noise, in actual pain from not stopping it.


    A familiar shape leapt from the open crate.


    “Hey! What is that?”


    Everyone glanced over at Slimy’s call.


    “It’s one of her cats!”


    “Why the hell did she bring a cat?”


    “No idea, but we’ll eat it for breakfast.”


    Buster gave them a scornful glare as he hurried to Tonya and jumped into her bound arms.


    In that moment, Adrian signaled Neil. Now.


    Pain hit Adrian again, making his heart beat faster, and his mind clench.


    Neil didn’t want to do it, but he forced himself to cup his hands and swing, hard.


    Adrian took the full hit to the jaw without trying to avoid it. He fell to the deck, knocked out.


    Neil charged toward Devlin while Tonya and Samantha unleashed magic.


    That rebounded and stuck them. Both females cried out, falling.


    Neil withstood the first blast of pain as he slammed his head into Devlin’s face, but he had no magic to use. They’d been captured. The power wasn’t his to command anymore.


    Devlin hit Neil with his gun.


    Neil dropped to the deck, groaning. A fuzzy flash of fighting the ruby titans came. I think it was too soon for another run.


    Devlin spat at him. “You’re Adrian’s Eagles. He speaks for all of you!” Devlin holstered his gun, then waved at the minions who’d paused. “As you were.”


    The assaults resumed.


    Greg saw another familiar shadow emerge from the crate. Missy dropped to the deck without being noticed.


    Devlin’s words forced another connection into Greg’s mind. I’m not one of Adrian’s Eagles anymore. I was told not to return. The magic bond doesn’t apply to me.


    No, and time is your friend. Sarah began to fade. The mother does not wish for me to view this part, so I will leave you now.


    Will you tell her I’m sorry?


    She already knows what’s in your heart, Gregory. She knows and forgives.


    Sarah vanished.


    Greg’s demon gathered energy to use in the fight. Let me out.


    Greg resisted. I don’t want this to happen.


    Then you will have to live with the consequences.


    Greg didn’t think he could do that either.


    Missy crept toward Samantha to untie her.


    A board creaked.


    Heads rotated her way.


    Greg’s demon rose with massive hands and glowing eyes. You are a killer. It is the destiny you were given. My parents made sure your magic would be strong enough to wipe out armies. Accept that gift; let me out.


    “It’s a kid!”


    “Good. I like ‘em young!” One of the men rose from abusing Isabel’s chest. He crooked a finger toward Missy. “Come here, little sweetheart. I have something for you.”


    Missy took off running toward the lower deck to find Shawn.


    The man was faster, grabbing her, lifting her against his body. “It’s gonna be a fun night!”


    Missy was wrinkled, smudged, wild-eyed, and tiny against the evil man.


    “Shawn!”


    Below deck, Shawn struggled to wake through the sedative, instinctively responding to Missy’s cry.


    Samantha and Tonya stepped toward them, shouting angrily.


    The evil man lowered Missy to the deck and pinned her in place with his body while she screamed.


    A tear rolled down Greg’s cheek. “Kill them all.”


    Before Devlin and the others could do more than turn toward him, magic burst out of Greg, covering the ship and everyone on it.


    Time slowed.


    Greg’s demon didn’t.


    Everything he’d been hiding, controlling, fighting with, emerged onto the deck in a monstrous form that sent terror through everyone.


    Samantha shut her eyes as the first head was separated from its body. I don’t need to see this.


    Missy shut her eyes too, but she smiled.


    Neil dropped his eyes to the deck that would soon be blood-covered, also not wanting the memories.


    Tonya watched every second of it.


    The normals didn’t know how to fight through a time slow. Most of them had cowered whenever Safe Haven was hit by one. Devlin tried, but his fear prevented progress. Avoiding all forms of magic, including training sessions, had backfired.


    Greg’s demon ripped guts out, broke necks, decapitated, tore out throats, sliced off limbs, and bit off fingers. In mere seconds, not a single captor on the top deck was still breathing.


    Greg’s power was a sight to see and one to fear. Even the Eagles weren’t sure if they might be targets because they’d allowed Greg to be banished. They stayed ready to fight and die. With power from both Marc and Angela, Greg might be able to destroy them all.


    The demon dove down the steps to handle the threats below.


    Neil and Samantha were able to fight through the time slow, but they didn’t want to draw attention from Greg’s awful entity. Released for the first time without rules, there were wet crunches and loud groans that said bloodlust was in control.


    Tonya wasn’t afraid. She sat Buster down, aware of blood hanging in the air like a spraying hose. She used magic to burn through her bonds, then went to Margret and began dressing her. None of the men up here had gotten to penetrate, but it had been close. She didn’t want these women to wake up with blood beneath their garments and believe they’d been fully violated.


    Neil also burnt his bonds off, then untied Samantha.


    Thuds echoed from below, along with the sound of a slow waterfall. Then there was silence.


    The demon appeared back at the top of the stairs, scanning their actions, their threat levels. It studied them all with blood-soaked claws that opened and shut, opened and shut.


    Tonya pulled Margret’s pants up and fastened them. “Give us another minute before you let go of it, Greg.”


    Neil had no interest in Isabel’s bare chest as he tugged her shirt on and pulled it down. Her bra had been thrown overboard, and she had ugly finger bruises coming in all over her chest, but that was the extent of her injuries. They’d all gotten lucky that Adrian had allowed himself to be knocked out. Because his captor was now dead, he would survive. Normally, resisting a magic bond was a death sentence.


    Greg sat up and slowly faced what he’d unleashed.


    Greg’s demon waited for orders. It had once claimed it wouldn’t spend long in its father’s shadow, but the demon loved its mother, and its mother loved these people. You’re in no danger from me.


    Relief went through the group, along with new calculations of how much power they had on this run. After seeing what Greg could do, all of the numbers had increased.


    Running low on energy, Greg let go of the time stream.


    Blood sprayed in all directions, up here and down below. Heads and limbs thumped to the floor. Screams rushed out and stopped as death caught up to them.


    Everyone was sprayed and splashed with the gore that had been suspended. They cringed, shielding their faces, except for Greg. He let the warm blood land. I did this. I’ll never be the same.


    The demon waited to be welcomed back to its cell.


    Greg left it out so he had to see the monster he’d become.


    Samantha felt his pain. “Look.”


    Greg didn’t want her sympathy. He kept staring at the carnage.


    “We all carry that inside.”


    Greg snorted. “Yours can’t match mine.”


    Samantha shuddered. “Look.”


    Greg finally forced his eyes upward.


    And found Samantha’s demon form staring at him. Ugly, utterly without mercy.


    Samantha gestured.


    All of them had their true forms out. They were all changed, even Missy.


    “You’re not alone.” Samantha smiled sadly. “We’re not evil, and neither are you. It’s only because we view ourselves this way that it appears so.”


    Greg wanted to believe that. He let Samantha untied his hands, studying all of their forms while they moved the innocent people out of the blood puddles. “We’re not monsters.”


    “No.” Tonya kicked Devlin’s head toward the side of the ship. It rolled over, leaving a trail of gore, splashed lightly, and sank. “They are. Don’t ever forget what you did here. Not to torment yourself, but as a warning that the normals can’t be trusted. They’re the monsters. And in the end, we’ll have to remove them all. There can be no peace…”


    “Only survivors.” Greg sighed miserably in acceptance. “Come home.”


    Greg’s demon bowed to the others, then rejoined its host in happiness and victory.


    Greg left its cell unlocked this time, for when it was needed again.


    Missy came over and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you for saving my Shawn.”


    Greg held the little girl and tried not to cry at the feeling of being wanted. He hadn’t felt that way for a long time now.


    Missy let go of him and went below with Neil.


    The women down there needed to be covered before they woke.


    Tonya glanced around, face slowly becoming her own again. She didn’t know where to begin on the cleanup, but it didn’t turn her stomach and it wouldn’t give her nightmares. Blood and death were common sights now. Maybe we can use the bodies for decorating.


    Buster meowed at her. He jumped back into her arms.


    Tonya stroked the wet, stained cat. “Couldn’t stand to be left behind either, huh?”


    Buster growled. Came with the girl. Dark, loud water. Hungry!


    Tonya chuckled. “My poor baby. Mommy’s got you now.”


    The cat purred and settled against her bloody chest for a nap.


     


     


    2


    “How many?”


    “There were 14 bodies.” Neil automatically wiped his hands on his jeans to dry them. “Read the minds of the others as they wake. We need to be sure they weren’t in on it and just ate the drugged food so we wouldn’t notice anything was wrong.”


    The bodies and parts had been tossed overboard, where sharks and other hungry predators were now feasting. Tonya had enjoyed Richie’s body being dumped the most.


    “We need to call home and tell them what happened, warn them.” Samantha was eager for a check-in with Wade.


    Greg shook his head. “Sarah was here. The boss knows.”


    Samantha frowned. “Does she know Missy ran away?”


    “I think so...” Greg understood the call did need to be made. “I’ll be downstairs helping Neil.” He didn’t want to hear Angela’s voice for a while.


    Greg stood up to go below.


    Tonya turned the radio on.


    Everyone froze at the transmission that was coming through.


    “Come in, Sailor One!”


    Selina’s panic was awful, but it was the noises in the background of the call that stopped all of them, that brought Neil back up the steps.


    “Come in, Sailor One, please!” And behind that, shouts, anger, screams, violence.


    “A riot.” Samantha hurried toward Tonya to hear better. “Devlin wasn’t lying. They’re trying to take over Safe Haven again!”


    “No.” Neil waved at her. “Listen to it, really listen.”


    Samantha did, but she didn’t understand his point. “What?”


    “Normal against normal.” Greg wasn’t sure that was much better. “A purge.”


    Neil was able to connect to home through Wade, but the link was foggy, blurry. “The normals are culling church members, police members, and camp members. They’re being strung up in bare trees.”


    “Can you tell why?” Tonya couldn’t reach to the island like Neil was doing. They were already too far away for her.


    “Something about the ship.”


    “What is the boss doing about it?”


    “Nothing.”


    Tonya was shocked. “What?”


    “She’s allowing it.”


    Tonya put Buster down. “What about the innocent people they’re killing?”


    “I assume they aren’t.”


    “Aren’t what?”


    “Innocent.” Neil glanced at Adrian’s body. “This is why she really made sure he left. He would have tried to stop it.”


    Before Tonya could question that, a sense of doom rolled over the ship and took away all thoughts but one.


    Time’s up. Time’s up. Time’s up.


    Everyone who was awake winced at the mental image of an explosion that blew a cruise ship into the sky and destroyed an entire camp of survivors.


    Descendants below deck opened unseeing eyes as the vision took over their minds.


    Tonya shivered. “No.”


    Greg searched for the connection to Sarah. “Is that real?”


    He didn’t get an answer.


    Tonya grabbed the mike to the radio they’d shut off shortly after leaving. She’d wanted to conserve battery power and resist the temptation of open calls that might be overheard. It was impossible to know how long Selina had been trying to get in touch with them.


    Neil shook his head. “Give it a minute for them to get things under control.”


    Tonya realized she would be cluttering the radio if survivors were trying to get through for help. She waited.


    Greg tried again. Sarah! A quick glimmer of another explosion came, along with more screams, and then it all went dark. “It’s real.”


    Greif filled the ship with tears and regrets.


    Samantha and Neil exchanged a guilty glance. They’d known what was going to happen, and played their roles well. They knew almost everything the future held for them now. Chad’s actions had triggered a reaction that Neil and Samantha had taken to extremes. Even Angela couldn’t see as far ahead as they could. It has to be this way, or we’ll have no peace to recover, to train, to plan. We need the world to forget that Safe Haven exists.


    Samantha went to him and let him hold her.


    Tonya snapped pieces together, frowning. “What the hell is going on?”


    Missy came over to Tonya. “I need to charm us. We have to forget the truth for a while.”


    Tonya stared at the girl. “That’s why you’re here. Because we can’t charm ourselves.”


    Missy reached down to pet the bloody cat that had slept on her lap for hours in the crate. “I’m here because nothing is going to keep me away from my Shawn. Charming you is FND.”


    Missy threw out the spell before anyone could respond. “Safe Haven is gone. They’re all dead. We still need the supplies. We still want to bring Jayda’s family back with us. We still need to go to the lab for the medications. We’re going to start over on that island, after we bury everyone.” Missy sent out another wave of the spell, adding something of her own this time. “I’m supposed to stay with Shawn now.”


    Tonya blinked. Tears came. “KJ! Kenn.”


    Missy hugged her.


    Greg was stunned. “Lisa. My son. Angie!”


    Samantha kept her face buried against Neil’s chest as he donned an expression of pain and grief. She thought about how she’d felt when Chad took her away from her boys, and then her tears were added to the mix. She and Neil couldn’t be charmed, but they could act devastated, and they would.


    Missy concentrated. It’s done.


    Sarah comforted the girl. One day you’ll be with us again. Until then, be safe and know the alpha loves you.


    Missy smiled as Sarah took away her memory of why she’d been allowed to come along.


    Sarah memorized the images of everyone on board to take back to the mother.


    Then she hurried home, leaving Tonya to care for her heartbroken crew.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirty-Five


    Something Better


    Pitcairn Island


     


     


     


    1


    “Sailor One, answer your damn radio!” Selina slid to her knees next to the bunkhouse porch, paying no attention to the shouting and screams, the injured people being brought here, or the murders that were happening around the town as the normals continued the purge. Exhaustion had finally caught up to her. Flashes of fighting the titans on Neil’s run kept taking over her mind, only to be replaced with visions of Missy’s empty bed.


    Zack stood next to the frantic woman. Angela had told him to let Selina exhaust herself; she was nearly at that point. Zack now assumed she was being punished. He hoped the boss ended it soon. There were other things happening that needed his attention.


    Not that he wanted to give it, but in moments like this, it was expected.


    Mike, Eric, and Timmy were inside the bunkhouse, along with Fern and Leeann. They were helping set things up for hundreds of tired residents who would want to sleep soon. If that many of them survive. Zack scanned the people hiding in the shadows along the paths to town, the bodies swinging from bare trees, and then the men tossing more rope over a thick branch to do it again. Their target this time was Frank.


    The hanging party was stopping people who tried to reach the safety of the bunkhouse, removing the ones they knew to be a threat to the peace. So far, it was an even mix of camp members, the new police force, and church members. Zack assumed there had been a lot more said on the normals deck than the descendants had been aware of. Frank had clearly taken part in that. The preacher was loudly proclaiming his innocence and calling for help, but unless Angela interceded, his life was about to be forfeit.


    Zack looked away before Frank saw him watching and started screaming his name. Zack wasn’t sure why Angela was letting this happen, but he had faith that her reasons were valid. Not a single magic user had been attacked by the group that was made up of two dozen of the most loyal men and women in their camp. They’d worked hard and followed the rules for over a year. They were mothers, brothers, grandparents, sisters, and fathers who’d had enough.


    Zack had thought the enforcers would stop it, but that hadn’t happened. Jennifer and Ed were doing patrols inside the bunkhouse. All of the kids were in there, along with most of the rookie Eagles who had no idea how to handle something like this. Their few medics weren’t being bothered, and neither were the cooks who were preparing a hearty soup from the stock that Tilly had brought. Zack hoped Angela dosed the camp during the meal, but he didn’t have orders for it, and neither did the guards over the cooks. He’d already asked them.


    Dwight, Quincy, and Gordon were guarding the cooks, but the purging normals hadn’t approached them at all. Zack didn’t think they would. No one wanted the duty of meal prep if the cooks were gone, and those protectors were dangerous. Fighting them wouldn’t be any easier than facing the Eagles who were standing outside the portable bathrooms that had been set up inside tents, like they’d often done while traveling. Buckets with toilet seats weren’t comfortable, but it did work. Gus and Conner were keeping track of everyone who went in and out of those tents, while also keeping an eye on the cooks.


    Thelma and her boys, along with Trevor, had a large work area set up on crates and stools in the center of town, away from the edges, where bodies were swinging and people were still arriving along the bare paths. They had a dozen bubbling pots going and were starting to sweat from the labor. They didn’t react when Frank began screaming for help.


    Their guards did look over, but they quickly glanced away so as not to draw the chaos in their direction.


    Zack approved of the tactic even as he hated it. We’re Eagles. We’re supposed to stop this! But he didn’t, and neither did anyone else.


    The bare wood of their new home glared against the flickering light of torches and lanterns, of cookfires and lanyards. Zack missed the jars of fireflies. He hoped they would be able to do that again after the jungle recovered, but he hadn’t spotted any of the colorful insects since the conflagration that had reduced their island to this barren landmass.


    The bunkhouse was the only real sign that recovery from that tragedy was underway. It was twice as large as the last one, twice as wide, and twice as tall. The top floor was framed and open to the elements right now, but there were stairs up to it that had a door to shut out the weather and protect the completed first level. Zack hadn’t gone inside yet, but he was suddenly sure things were set up for them to start living in it now. He’d been around Angela long enough to believe she’d accounted for that.


    “Help me!”


    Zack had to look.


    Frank was covered in soot and drying specks of blood from pulling injured people out of the remains of the church. Zack hadn’t gone there yet either, but he’d viewed it in the minds of those who had. The tent was a complete loss. The medics were still there, trying to save those who’d been targeted in Daisey’s attack. Turning their backs on her had resulted in severe consequences, even for the new preacher. Frank had been grabbed as soon as he put down his end of a stretcher that still held the burned body of a camp woman. Zack thought her name was Mildred. She was one of Daisey’s best friends. After being shunned, the woman wouldn’t even talk to Daisey. And now she’s dead.


    A stiff wind came through, carrying the familiar stench of death and charred flesh, but the smell of feces was strongest as the breeze caught odors from the people who’d been hanged. Their swelling corpses twisted in the wind as shit and piss ran down their legs. For Zack, that was the worst part.


    Footsteps hurried toward them from the dark jungle.


    Guards rotated, hands dropping.


    Terry and Dalton held the ends of a stretcher, while Anna and Daniella quickly led the way with dying torches. The body on the stretcher was burnt, bloody, covered with a charred blanket. Zack couldn’t tell if the person was alive.


    When they sat it next to the other corpses, he understood it wasn’t a survivor.


    The medic and assistants were covered in dark stains from the ashes and sweat that ran down their bodies in tiny streams. They’d all pulled bodies from the wreckage, stumbling over hot flames that danced along the canvas. It was a gruesome memory that would live in their minds forever.


    Terry nodded tensely to Zack as they went toward the bunkhouse. “We’re staying in now.”


    Zack was glad that Daniella would be inside where it was safer.


    Anna saw the rope going up for Frank. Her eyes came to Zack.


    Zack shook his head. No orders.


    Anna wanted to say doing the right thing didn’t require orders, but she didn’t know Frank. He might need to be removed. She decided to stay out of it. She entered the bunkhouse with the others and shut the door.


    “Help me! I’m innocent!”


    Frank’s shout bothered Zack and many of the guards who heard it, but they still didn’t interfere.


    Only one person decided the man was worth saving.


    Daryl came from the bunkhouse and marched toward the hanging party. “That’s enough.”


    The two-dozen men and women turned toward Daryl, but not in aggression. They respected him. Daryl’s responsible, hardworking nature fit in perfectly with what they wanted from the future. He was kind, non-threatening, and reliable. All of them had spent time around him and Brittani without feeling uncomfortable.


    Daryl didn’t gather power or draw a weapon as he joined them. He pointed at Frank, who was tied up and now had a rope around his neck. He was about to be hauled up by it. “Daisey hated the church for turning against her. Frank refused to defend her or Ralph. Let him go.”


    Mutters came from the group. Questions came, but they weren’t as ugly as they would have been with anyone else.


    “Why are you protecting him?”


    “The church wants to take away power from the boss.”


    “Have you seen into his mind?”


    “I don’t snoop without permission. I follow the rules.” Daryl glanced around, meeting their gazes firmly. “This isn’t how we handle these moments. We don’t purge. We hold trials and follow the laws of civilization.”


    Some of the rage began to ease.


    Daryl walked over to Frank, but he kept his hands at his sides. “Do you want to steal power from Angela?”


    Frank hurriedly shook his head and forced conviction into his tone. “Never. She’s the reason we’re all alive!”


    Daryl felt the man’s dishonesty, but he couldn’t stand to see one more body swinging from the trees tonight, and neither could his fragile wife. Brittani had asked him to come out, fearing for their souls if they let the new preacher die. The bunkhouse windows were large and clean; they showed too much. “Let tonight be a warning to anyone who does.”


    Frank swallowed around the rope. “I’ll preach it! The church will be on her side from now on!”


    Daryl turned to face the hanging party. Violence still glinted in their eyes, but that sharp scent of bloodlust was weakening. “I don’t know why the boss let you go on like this tonight. That’s between you and her, but you’re done now. Let him go. Then take down the other bodies. If you find anyone else you think should die, bring them to the boss and let her handle it. She always needs a good meal.”


    Daryl went back toward the bunkhouse without another word. He just expected to be obeyed.


    And he was.


    Frank also hurried toward the bunkhouse as soon as the ropes were removed. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


    Zack glared at the preacher to hurry him along.


    Terrified residents who’d been hiding in the shadows darted toward safety, drawing sneers from the hanging party, but they weren’t attacked.​


    Zack caught Daryl’s attention as he went by. That was a mistake.


    Daryl knew, but there wasn’t anything his wife could ask for that he wouldn’t give.


    Still slumped by Zack’s feet, Selina pushed the button on the radio again. “Sailor One! Please answer me!”


    Zack glanced down to verify that the radio cord was now jammed in backward, then did a scan of the town around them. Angela had let the calls go out for a while, then put a secret stop to it that Zack approved of. No one needed to know the chaos that was currently happening on this island.


    He was impressed with Daryl’s cool, calm leadership. But Frank needed to be removed. We’ll pay for that later.


    Zack was sure of that as Angela and her small group came out of the jungle. He felt the waves of hatred from those who hadn’t been exposed.


    Monster.


    She needs to go away!


    Magic is evil!


    Angela’s eyes went over them in contempt, daring them.


    No one rose to meet her silent challenge. They would wait until her back was turned and then try to shove a knife into it. For now, they cleared the bad thoughts from their minds and put on grateful smiles as they hurried to the bunkhouse.


    Angela lifted a brow at Zack.


    Zack sent her a replay of Daryl calming things down.


    Angela’s shoulders drooped. She exhaled dejectedly.


    Marc heard it and hated it. “What can I do?”


    Angela considered having him restart the purge, but it couldn’t be led by a magic user. “No matter what I do, I can’t change that moment on the beach. You agreed that we should let it play out and I will, but only because I have to, because I can’t change it.”


    Marc knew what she was referring to. “Some parts of destiny can’t be altered. You’ve tested that enough to know it for sure.”


    She sighed. “We just have to have faith that whatever comes of it won’t fracture us so much that we can’t still win the final battle.”


    “I wish we’d had the containment container for your battle on the dock.”


    “Same.” With that, she could have challenged Nature right then without waiting two years, without being separated from Charlie and Adrian, without sending Marc, Wade, and Kyle out on a suicide run, without risking every life on this island when Adrian’s daughter arrived. But I wouldn’t have, because I made a different plan and the only soul who knows about it is Kyle.


    Marc started to put a hand on her shoulder in comfort. He stopped when she stepped out of his reach.


    Angela scanned the swinging bodies. Several of them were den mothers, including the two women Ellie had chased away from the bridge. The rumors about their mistreatment of the kids had spread. The hanging party hadn’t cared that they’d been fired, punished by Eagle rules, and scared by Ellie. Is dislike of kids a good reason for death?


    Marc knew she needed the anger to hold onto or her guilt over this would eat her alive. “Hurting kids should have always been a death sentence.”


    “It wasn’t physical.”


    “They were neglecting them!”


    Angela forced the guilt away. Marc was right. And it had been physical at times, from pinches to slaps in places where the marks wouldn’t show. “I’d like you in the bunkhouse now to keep an eye on things.”


    Marc went that way without protesting. There were a lot of guards out here and she wasn’t even close to defenseless. But I’ll stay close to the door just in case she needs me.


    Kenn moved up next to Angela, resuming duty over her. He counted the hanging bodies. He reached 19. The large number was a surprise. No matter how many roaches we stomp out, there’s always another nest there to take their place.


    Angela didn’t like his analogy, but it was apt.


    Kenn agreed with Marc. They’d read Cate’s thoughts about the mistreatment of the kids while they moved between bomb locations. They were both furious. The swinging bodies didn’t bother Marc or Kenn at all. Their only regret was that they hadn’t been here to see it happen.


    Marc paused and glanced back. You told me you skipped looking ahead today. Did you lie?


    Angela held his gaze. “I could answer that, but I’m tired of lying.”


    Marc’s face tightened. Then he went to the nearest sentry and began handing out the guns and ammunition in the kit she’d packed. He did the same when he went inside the bunkhouse.


    Angela opened her mental arms as a beloved presence hurried toward her.


    Sarah snuggled into them. It’s done.


    Good work. Angela kissed her brow. Rest now. That was a long journey, and I’ll want you awake while we sleep, to keep us safe.


    Sarah wasn’t horrified by the signs of anarchy, though she assumed it was why she’d been the one chosen to deliver the vision to Tonya’s group. It was just more proof that no matter how hard the magic users tried, normals would never accept them or live in peace.


    Sarah returned to her host.


    Kenn waiting until Sarah was settling in to lift a brow at Angela. “Why her?”


    “I needed to make sure Tonya’s group witnessed the explosion, but it couldn’t come from me or they would have asked questions. And I didn’t want her here in case things went the other way and I had to do the purging.”


    “Boss.”


    Angela turned to Kyle, who was trailing behind them. It seemed like he was a guard, but he was really her warning system. “Calls?”


    Kyle confirmed her suspicion. “Faint. The ships in the cove are getting it.”


    Kenn considered that. “There’s no one on those ships to answer any calls.”


    “Exactly.” Angela put a hand on Kyle’s good wrist and the other on Kenn’s big arm. She drew power from both of them.


    A shield went up, expanding to cover the town. It kept growing, reaching the cove and then the dock. It moved outward, covering all the ships and extending into the ocean before it stopped.


    The calls faded from Kyle’s hearing, as did the waves of pain still coming from Parker. Kyle didn’t know what Bernice’s connection was to the Ocean King, but it had to be something special for him to still be torturing Parker.


    Only a few people noticed the new shield.


    “How will you keep it in place when you go to bed?”


    Angela didn’t answer Kenn’s question. She trusted him a lot more now, but he didn’t need to know she was so powerful that holding a shield in place while she slept was like flipping a light switch and forgetting about it. That’s why she’d taken power from him and Kyle, to maintain that illusion. “We’ll be forgotten now, just old ghosts roaming in the rear of their minds that never really settle down, but there’s no longer a reason to chase us.”


    Wade came up the jungle path with Suzanne, Ed, Vario, and Vario’s team. They joined Angela, forming a ring of protection around her.


    All of them were tired from using their gifts to make the cruise ship appear like it had been damaged. The bits of debris on their clothes and the sweaty faces made it more real. Suzanne had been their lookout, though it seemed like she had been carrying supplies to the bunkhouse and fallen behind.


    Suzanne was thrilled to be a trusted part of the deception. She pushed it to the rear of her mind and locked it away like she’d done in the past with thousands of codes and passwords.


    Ed assumed that was why Angela felt Suzanne could do this. She’d been hiding things from snoopy people for decades.


    “It’s done?”


    Yes.” Wade had led them through it. All of their hands were streaked in dark soot that smelled faintly of the incinerator. “They’ll be too scared to try living on it.”


    Angela viewed it in his mind. The cruise ship hull and top deck were now speckled in debris. The ship itself was fine, but Wade had convinced it to list in the water so it appeared to be close to sinking at any point.


    “Brilliant plan, Boss.” Wade admired how she’d sent that explosion image to all of them through the hive. They’d reacted with panic and despair, spreading it to the normals and each other. Almost everyone believed they’d lost the Adrianna.


    “We belong on the land. And if the people at home think we all died, there won’t be any more attacks. There’s no reason for the remaining UN force to come here.”


    Kyle frowned. “Does that mean Tonya doesn’t have to fight them?”


    “Oh, she’ll fight them, in vengeance for losing this camp and everything she loved. Tonya is going to wipe them off the map.”


    Kenn listened without commenting, but he worried over it. He loved Tonya. He didn’t like her being used this way.


    “She doesn’t know?”


    Angela shook her head at Suzanne. “Tonya and her crew now believe they’ll be coming home to bury bodies. Because they believe it, so will everyone they have contact with.”


    “When we arrive for the final battle, there won’t be armies waiting to ambush us!” Suzanne grinned. “He’s right. You’re brilliant.”


    Angela turned away. “And cruel. Tonya and her crew will have to live with the grief of it every day until they get home.”


    “She’ll understand.”


    “Yes.” Angela surveyed the body pile. “Don’t waste our supplies burning them.”


    “Into the water?”


    Angela nodded at Wade. “Strip them of anything we can use, then have the hanging party carry them to the cliff.”


    Wade put a hand on her wrist, fingering her bracelet to let her know he was curious about it. “Did they stop too soon?”


    “Yes.” Angela walked away. “Get us set up, XO. Ed will assist. Keep Suzanne with you as an ambassador between our groups, if she wants the job.”


    Suzanne beamed. “I do.”


    Ed ogled her. “Dangerous words.”


    She blushed amid the death and sadness. Her hour with Ed had been just as fiery as she’d hoped.


    “We’re still missing half of a C-4 pack.” Wade had been keeping track.


    Kyle gestured. “Let’s do a search now, while it’s expected. We’ll start with the bunkhouse. You can organize things while we work.”


    The four of them went to the bunkhouse together.


    “Sailor One!” Selina let go of the radio, too exhausted to keep trying. Tears rolled down her swollen, chaffed face.


    Angela stopped by her. Selina hadn’t heard their conversation. She was lost in regret and misery.


    Selina had never felt so awful. She just wanted this feeling to go away. “Please, forgive me!”


    Angela wanted to give the woman comfort, but that would ruin what she’d set up. She held out a hand to her instead. “Come inside now.”


    Selina cried harder, but she took Angela’s hand, leaving the radio behind.


    Angela nudged her toward the bunkhouse entrance, where Wade was there to take her hand and lead her inside.


    Angela stared at Zack.


    Zack slowly dropped his chin. “I’m not ready.” The runs he’d gone on had rattled Zack too hard for him to resume Eagle duty. Being back on land would help, but not quickly and not fully.


    Angela gave him another option. “Have you ever considered being a cook?”


    Zack snorted. “No.”


    “Well, they need the hands, and we need good meals. Go tell Thelma you’re her manual labor guy in training.”


    Zack immediately went that way. Relief coated him closer than his jacket.


    Angela waited until Zack was out of earshot because he wasn’t an Eagle anymore. “Collect this radio and fix the cord. Then I’ll need a list of the injured. Even if the medics heal them all the way, I still want those names.”


    Kenn put it in his book. “Are you able to tell me why?”


    “Because those are the people Daisey targeted. We might be able to trust them.” Seeing the names would also make her feel awful for letting it happen.


    Kenn knew. “You don’t have to keep punishing yourself. You’ve been through enough.”


    “Have I?” Angela walked on before he could reply.


    Kenn considered Marc’s half-joking question while they were disarming the bombs.


    “Did she let this play out so I wouldn’t be bored?”


    Kenn sighed. Maybe she did deserve to be punished. But I don’t like it.


    “If you needed a place on this island to hide something the size of an oddly-packed kit, where would you put it?”


    Kenn eyed the bulky kit she had on and then studied the jungle. There was only one location that everyone would be scared to go. “The ancient roots.”


    Angela wondered if that would be too close to Nature and then remembered that bitch wasn’t allowed on this island anymore. “I may ask you to handle that for me before things settle down too much.”


    “As long as you have another guard, and I can find the right shovel.” Digging among those roots wasn’t something that could be done with his Marine tools. The ground down there was tough, old, and dangerous. It hated to be disturbed.


    “I’ll be in the bunkhouse for the night soon, and the equipment Daryl used to build the bunkhouse is in piles behind the water barrels.”


    Those piles held hammers, saws, buckets of nails and spikes, drills, spades, boards, and toolboxes. A quick skim would give him what he needed. “I’ll handle it.”


    “Make sure it’s anchored in multiple places. This object is more valuable than my life.” Angela went over and dropped her kit into one of the equipment piles. Kenn would keep an eye on it now. “You can look inside if you want to.”


    Kenn grinned. “Reading my mind?”


    Angela grunted, voice growing loud. “Only when I have to. It’s a dark place where I took a lot of hits!”


    Kenn’s amusement fell. He didn’t appreciate the reminder of their ugly past.


    Angela rubbed the scar on her shoulder that he’d put there as she went toward the bunkhouse. “Find something else to do!”


    Her sharp tone made people glare at Kenn.


    Kenn went to the equipment pile without revealing how impressed he always was with her now. She really was a genius. He’d never stood a chance at keeping up with her. Which is why I’m not the one she’ll crawl into a cot with tonight.


    It was a lot more than that, but Angela didn’t keep it going. She’d only snapped at Kenn to give cover for him being away from her when he was supposed to be her guard. She needed to get that chessboard hidden now, while the camp was here and not out roaming the island.


    Crenshaw came out of the bunkhouse. He spotted Angela. “Gardening, come dawn.”


    Angela nodded as he went to a bathroom tent. Crenshaw had taken over Samantha’s duties and was doing a good job so far. He was slow and kind. A reforming thief who’d begun to make friends with the women here. Their approval would get the men to start offering friendship soon. But he’ll never be a true Eagle. He isn’t mean enough for the job.


     


    Inside the bunkhouse, Marc connected through their bond. We have plenty of people who are.


    True. Angela enjoyed the stronger link. She was interested in exploring how it might enhance sex, but she refused to consider that while bodies were being piled like firewood and injured people were moaning in pain.


    Marc didn’t care for the sounds either, but the sights were normal for the way he’d spent most of his adult life. What bothered him was the faint sound of the ocean, the burn scars on his skin, and a fear of blonde females that hadn’t been there before his lab run. But at least my mother’s ghost is gone. That’s progress. And I’ll keep working on the other fears until they’re only bad memories instead of ravenous beasts lurking in every shadow.


    Marc watched Terry handle the wounded, contemplating the dental appointments he hoped he would get to keep. He wanted those bonds now. I wouldn’t feel that way if Morgan and Shawn were still here. They would have copied my new gift, taken over, and pushed me out because they don’t like me. They wouldn’t have allowed me to change.


    Angela sent love through the bond, but no words.


    Marc didn’t need them. He felt the truth. She’d sent them away so he could become a better man. I’m not going to disappoint her or myself this time.


    Wade, Ed, Kyle, and Suzanne went by him, calmly letting people know Angela had ordered a search of their new home.


    It caused a little fear, but no panic. Ed controlled the magic users and Suzanne reassured the normals, while Wade and Kyle searched for the missing bomb.


    Marc stayed by the main entrance and visually examined their new home. This one had been improved in every way. Bunkbeds lined two of the long walls, with cots coming out from those bunks in straight rows, creating hundreds of beds. The kitchen had all the needed appliances this time, with three stoves to let them make bigger meals. There was also a dining table with long benches that stretched the length of one wall and would let 80 residents sit there at one time to be fed or to just wake up with their coffee. It was actually 10 tables put together, and all of them could be moved.


    The two large spaces that were roped off in the rear were toilets and showers. Marc doubted they were even close to ready, but it was hard to say for sure when looking at carpeting, couches and chairs, and light fixtures, all taken from areas of the ship that hadn’t been in use. Marc didn’t remember seeing any of that being removed or carried up here. Daryl had done amazing work.


    Candles flickering in golden holders on the walls allowed him to see four doors near the bathrooms. He assumed one of those led upstairs and one led to the basement. The other two were likely storage areas, a closet, and a pantry. It was a neat setup with all the improvements the Council had been discussing. Daryl deserves an award. His entire team does.


    That crew was getting a lot of praise. Marc hoped that continued for a long time.


    Marc scanned the people next, giving expressions of comfort if he felt it was needed. He slowed when he got back to the medical zone. Timmy was with Fern. They were talking to the girl who’d finally woken from her beating. She seemed happy at the news that Trent was dead. Her gaze found Marc’s across the crowded bunkhouse.


    Marc expected resentment that he and Angela hadn’t removed Trent sooner.


    He was swarmed with gratitude instead. Her mind opened to him. She didn’t have to be a whore now, even though that was what she’d been in the old world, and what her mother had been. She was finally free to become something else.


    There would be no more open relief areas, no spots of ill repute. Physical exchanges would still happen, but the memory of her assault and Trent’s execution would linger. Sex would return to being a private matter because of how Angela had handled it. If she’d stopped that one moment, prostitution would have resumed in force in this new world. She wanted something better for those women.


    “And the men.” Jack joined Marc. “I need a job that keeps me busy.”


    Marc eyed the nasty bruise on Jack’s chin. “Avoiding your brother?”


    Jack nodded. “For a while. We don’t want to trigger his full memory.”


    “It’s a good idea.” Marc searched for a job and quickly found one that seemed to fit. “The den mothers need guards who can keep track of their thoughts and make sure the kids are really being cared for. Just verify it with Angie after things settle down.”


    Jack frowned. “Isn’t that your new occupation?”


    “In ways, yes. But I’ll be doing medical work too, and training people. I’d like someone with the kids whenever Wade and I can’t be, someone like us, someone we trust.”


    Jack grinned. “I’m finally on the inside.”


    Marc nodded. “You always were.” Your brother is the one we had to exclude.


    Jack took the hint. He’s not going to recover.


    “No.” Marc scanned the woman helping Dace stumble through the smiling crowd. A vision took over his mind, giving him another small taste of what Angela suffered whenever the predictions struck. “You’ll love her with everything you have. You’ll make her happy and heal her heart. Then you’ll die in service to this camp, and he’ll get to die of old age, with her.”


    Jack had gone pale.


    Marc shook it off, wincing. “I’m sorry.”


    Jack smiled sadly. “As long as she gets to be happy, it’s worth it.” He went over to the kids who were being cared for by mostly normals. He took up a guard place over them; then he began sifting through the minds of all the caregivers.


    The main door opened. Angela came in.


    Quiet went through the bunkhouse like ripples of water, spreading outward until everyone was looking at her, listening, expecting more pain.


    Angela went to the center of the room, slowly taking a sheet of paper from her pocket. She stopped as she unfolded it. Her mouth opened.


    Her people braced.


    “This is what we’re going to do now. If you’ll help me.” Angela held out the paper to the nearest normal. “If you’re still with me.”


    The image was passed around. As it left each set of hands, that person nodded or smiled at her.


    The magic users stayed back, waiting patiently while their leader convinced the normals to try again with just a few words and a picture she’d drawn. It was blurry. The lines weren’t straight, and the shapes weren’t exactly right. But the image of Safe Haven in full glory, with a tower, a medical facility, a school, a post office, a theater, a store, a fun house, a ballroom, a gym, and a fancy diner were clearly labeled and represented the hopes and dreams of everyone who saw it. There was something for everyone, and most of them wanted it enough to help build it alongside the descendants.


    None of those magic users let it slip that the normals were about to build their own luxury prison. That was news for a different day.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirty-Six


    Are We Clear


     


     


     


    1


    “Mandatory camp meeting after we wake up.” Angela kept that sweet, fake smile on her lips. “We’ll butcher a cow right after that and have a great meal.”


    The animals they’d gotten from Tilly were still in their pens here in town, though they were stressed by the sounds and smells of death. The dogs, horse, and goats had gone to the other side of the island during the chaos. Dog was checking on all of them right now, but Angela didn’t think they would return until the smells started to fade. Two of the cats were here in the bunkhouse, playing beneath the beds. No one had noticed Buster’s absence yet.


    Angela went over to the line of stretchers to get an update on their wounded.


    Terry made her wait while he wrapped clear plastic around the burnt, medicated leg of a grateful church woman. He didn’t like the pain of others, but he was thrilled to be the only medic on duty. Jennifer and Marc were just guards right now. I don’t have to share credit with anyone this time.


    Eagles noticed his attitude in concern. Terry hadn’t acted like this before his gifts popped. It might be a sign that the magic was corrupting him. It might also be his true nature, and he’d just hidden it. Only time would tell which of those was correct.


    Angela waited with that same calm, kind expression. Inside, she was glaring. No worries. I’ll run you ragged for the next few weeks. You’ll be begging for more medics by the time I’m through with your selfish ass.


    Terry missed it in favor of soaking in the appreciation of the patient he was tending.


    Angela decided updates could wait. She turned away right as Terry started to speak to her. She left him there with a slight frown.


    Angela went over to Brittani, giving her a real smile. Daryl was in a cot next to his wife, appearing to be asleep, but Angela knew he wasn’t. Things hadn’t settled down enough for that yet. “How are you feeling?” This was one of the biggest risks she’d taken with the elaborate plan.


    Crenshaw had carried Brittani’s wheelchair and her kit, while Danny carried her pillows and blanket. The result was a comfortable mother-to-be sitting in a finished bunkhouse among her friends and family.


    Brittani grinned. “Stuffed with energy. I’m fine, Boss. Not a single cramp on the very slow walk up here.”


    Angela believed her. The dusky brunette looked like the light exercise had done her good, bringing fresh color to her glowing skin. “How long to go now?”


    Brittani rubbed her bouncing bumps. “Tonya said one month. She was sorry she wouldn’t be here for it, but she left a lot of instructions that Terry may or may not follow.”


    “He will. I’ll make sure of it.”


    Daryl opened an eye. “Thank you.” He’d been worrying about how to bring that up without alienating the medic who would be helping her deliver.


    Angela did a fast mental calculation. “One month, huh? Let’s make it five full weeks. We need that time to get everything ready for triplets.”


    Brittani shrugged. “I’m willing. It’s my girls you need to convince.”


     Angela patted her shoulder. “Call me if you need something.”


    “I do need something.”


    Angela paused.


    Brittani waved toward the windows. “A new church.” Brittani had spent the last months praying and coming to terms with her faith. “I know a lot of people don’t want that, but…”


    “I’ll consider it.”


    Brittani tried again. “Religion isn’t always bad, Boss.”


    Angela donned that sweet, fake smile again. “The council will discuss it, but not until we get our town fully built.”


    Brittani was happy Angela had given that much. “Thank you.”


    “Yep.” Angela continued to the other side of the bunkhouse, swallowing a rant about how much she hated all organized religion. It did always go bad, and that never failed. Religion needs to remain in our hearts. As soon as we start gathering, corruption comes in, because humans are greedy, vain creatures who can’t be trusted.


    Marc lifted a brow as he joined her.


    Angela sat on the floor by their cot so she could feed the baby. “Something else I need to fix, later.”


    Picking the floor told people she wanted the elderly and infirm to have the comfortable furniture. It made some of the people like her more.


    Marc would have considered it a ploy to keep support, but he knew she really did feel that way. She’d always had a kind heart. She just didn’t get to show it very often.


    Around them, bottles were being made and kids were being fed by Jim and his group, under Ellie and Piper’s supervision. The cow’s milk they’d been collecting each day had been dehydrated into bags of powder for moments like this. All of the frozen breast milk was still on the ship. Tomorrow, that stock would be brought over and used, saving the powder that wouldn’t expire for years and didn’t need to be kept frozen.


    “Hand Mathew over here.”


    Marc helped Angela put her grandson on her other breast so he could eat too. Marc wondered if she found it odd as he sat down.


    “No.” Angela faced Marc to keep her bare chest from being leered at. “Families throughout history have done this during hard times or when they had a lot of births close together.” She motioned at the twins, who were in their pumpkin seats next to the cot. “I would have done it for them too if I’d had milk when they were brought to our camp.”


    Marc eyed the twins he’d avoided bonding with because they weren’t his. Do I still feel that way?


    Marc was relieved to find out he didn’t. He motioned Ellie over. “I’ll feed Mike and Mia.”


    Ellie smiled at him in approval. “I’ll get their food.”


    Babies their age were consuming the jars and tubs of baby food that had been brought along. The supply of those was dwindling, but for now, they were okay on it. Soon, the twins would graduate to eating what the cooks made, though it would get mashed, diced, or pureed for a while.


    Angela was proud of Marc as he pulled the twins’ seats closer and put their little bibs on.


    The babies observed him curiously. They rarely got time with Marc.


    Little Danny brought the food over for Marc to use, then sat next to him to help, like he often did when he had duty over the kids. He’d spent many breaks this way, making sure the alpha’s children were being fed properly. He opened jars, stirred things, and got towels ready for the clean up afterward.


    Angela ran a gentle hand over Danny’s hair.


    Danny leaned into her caress, smiling.


    Around them, tensions eased, and gossip began to spread again. People settled into chairs and on couches. The guards relaxed a bit, hands moving away from their weapons.


    A sense of relief finally went through the crowd. The purge hadn’t caused as much unrest as it would have if Angela had sent Marc and Jennifer to handle it like she’d told them they could. Both of them understood now why they’d been told to wait. Letting the normals do it themselves had saved lives.


    But Jennifer and Marc both wondered if the right lives had been saved.


    So did Angela.
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    The front door opened. The hanging party entered the bunkhouse.


    Silence fell, and tension returned. People who’d been hiding in the jungle ducked out of sight or got ready to run.


    Guards stood, following Daryl’s example. They weren’t going to let the purge restart. They went to the empty space between the entrance and the rest of the bunkhouse, forming a line to prevent the killers from reaching anyone else.


    Men and women caring for the kids shifted their bodies and eased closer to each other, forming another wall of protection.


    The hanging party all stopped, feeling the disapproval. They shut the door and waited, unsure where they stood now or if they were even welcome in here.


    Angela motioned.


    Cody came through the room with his little hands tucked in his pockets and his hair in perfect order. His blue jeans and sweater were unspoiled, and even his white shoes were still spotless. He was the image of neatness and order as he stopped a few feet away from them.


    Cate started to go back him up.


    Kyle snagged her wrist. “Let your brother handle this one alone.”


    Cate pulled away, but she stayed there. She trusted Kyle, and the alpha was here to help if things went badly.


    Most of the hanging party braced for the boy to dig into their minds and root out their deepest secrets.


    Cody just stared at them in disappointment.


    It was like facing a parent. They felt younger than they had in years. That was almost welcome. Being held accountable for their actions, however, was worrisome. They all expected the worst now that they were calm enough to understand what they’d done. Killing people, even for good reasons, was wrong.


    Angela had never felt closer to those people than at this moment. And that’s why I’m sparing them. They’re not evil. They’re just tired of being hunted. They made me feel like I’m one of them again.


    Cody met the eyes of each person and waited until they dropped their head. He didn’t use gifts. The boy just stared at them until they were ashamed of themselves.


    Then he went toward the long table. “Join me.”


    All of the hanging party obeyed, quickly taking seats.


    Cody stood at the end of the table, ignoring everything but the duty at hand.


    The front door opened again; the cooks entered with big pots of soup. They took the food to the kitchen, where Zack and Thelma began scooping it into bowls, and Mike and Leeann passed them out to the elderly and injured first. But none of them spoke. They were all listening.


    Cody kept his hands in his pockets. His tone was firm. “You’re all rookie Eagles, as of this minute. Or you’ll stand trial for murder.”


    Some of the hanging party was relieved, while others wanted to protest.


    Cody didn’t give them time. “As rookies, you’ll be given a second chance to follow our laws. As suspects, you’ll be handcuffed, read your rights, and chained to the same trees you used to kill people.” Cody’s eyes turned cold. His voice matched. “When it’s your turn, say yes or no. I don’t want to hear anything else. You murdered them. You are guilty. This is the price you’ll pay for it.”


    Piper brought over the clipboard she’d been told to deliver. She stayed next to Cody. “I helped them pick targets by telling them who was conspiring, who was neglecting the kids.”


    “You wish to share their punishment?”


    Piper winced. “No, but I probably deserve it.”


    Cody pointed. “Sit with them.”


    Piper did it quickly, once again disappointed in herself.


    Cody scanned the witnesses. “Who else feels like they should be here?”


    No one moved for a few seconds, and then more people than even Angela had expected came through the crowd.


    Cody frowned at them all. “Tell me why.”


    “I knew what they were going to do and I didn’t tell anyone.”


    “I stole the box of rope for them.”


    “I was supposed to help, but I had to carry supplies over.”


    More residents came through the cots and couches, confessing.


    Cody waved them to the table, not arguing. If they felt they were guilty, then they likely were.


    Cody regarded Angela as the last one sat at the table.


    Angela counted that much larger group and found 41 new Eagles. “Continue.”


    Cody took his hands from his pockets and leaned against the table. “The alpha loves you. She understands your choices. In some ways, you did her a favor, so she’s doing you one. Accept her mercy and help her defend this camp. You’re clearly capable of it.”


    No one spoke as Cody laid out the rest of the punishment.


    “This is for life. Once you join, there’s no quitting, or you’ll be charged.” Cody’s eyes lit up bright blue as mutters came. “I will not negotiate!”


    Mouths snapped shut at his raised voice. They’d never heard him get that close to yelling.


    Cody picked up the clipboard and went around the table, one by one, recording their answer and their name. He knew every one of them, and not from reading their minds. Getting to know the people in this camp was the first homework assignment Wade had given him. “Welcome to Angela’s army.”


    Not all of them were happy about it, and neither were the camp members who didn’t want the hanging party to have any authority after what they’d done. Even some of the Eagles were displeased by the decision.


    Cody rotated, scanning those people. “Why didn’t you stop them?”


    No one answered.


    Anger blazed across his face and shot out of his mouth. “You wanted those people gone too, so don’t act innocent when you’re not! If you rooted them on at all, you should be sitting at this table!”


    To the surprise of everyone, Marc handed the jar of baby food to little Danny and went that way.


    So did Kenn. Then Kyle. Then a dozen others.


    Cody refused to take pity on any of them. “You knew it was wrong. Since you’re already Eagles, you’ll make amends by helping Daryl finish our home.”


    All of them agreed easily. It would require switching shifts and duties, but Daryl needed them more than the camp did.


    The residents who’d been smirking now went still and tried not to draw attention. If senior Eagles and leadership joined the hanging party in another purge, no one would escape.


    Angela turned red eyes on those people, warning them to adjust, to become a part of Safe Haven in the ways they’d refused to before now.


    All of them looked away; they couldn’t be converted. They would never accept the monsters that walked among them.


    Cody gestured at the hanging party. “You’ll also be with Daryl for some of your workout sessions. Building a house is great exercise. Some of you might stay on his crew if you do well there, but you will still have Eagle shifts and training. There will be no exceptions.”


    The hanging party accepted that, even exchanging nods with the senior people sitting at the table with them.


    The camp was satisfied. Peace settled into the bunkhouse, brought about by a boy who wasn’t old enough to shave yet.


    It was proof that Angela wasn’t lying about Cody being a real leader someday, but it was also proof that she had lied about not looking ahead. She’d known that ugly scene with his father was coming and that a purge was going to happen. If not, she wouldn’t have prepped Cody for this moment. Marc wanted to be angry with her, and he was, but it was tinged with desire from the memories of her wet hair slapping against his naked body. She did that on purpose too, so I wouldn’t hold onto the grudge.


    Kyle glanced over. It was also to give you peace, Marc. Your mother’s ghost is gone, and you’re not hiding an obsession about her hair anymore. She allowed herself to be degraded, to help you.


    Before Marc could argue or start feeling bad, Kyle grinned. And for the great sex she’ll get to enjoy. It was great, right?


    Marc’s lips curved upward. Great is a weak word.


    Kyle shared a male leer of understanding, then turned on the bench for a scan of the new bunkhouse. People were yawning, slumping in their chairs and on the couches now that their stomachs were full and the excitement was over. Bowls were being emptied, and sleep was flying their way. In another hour, snores would be the loudest sound in here.


    But the guards wouldn’t relax. Purge or riot, it was all the same to them. The only things that mattered were the guns and full magazines Marc had handed out. Those were still the true law of any post-apocalyptic land, and that wasn’t going to change. A gun would never give them peace, but it would give them survivors.
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    An hour later, snores were echoing through the bunkhouse and guards were patrolling inside and outside, both new and senior.


    Angela was laying on Marc’s chest, with his fingers threaded through her braid, but she hadn’t been able to fall out yet. She had one more moment to nudge. And I’m avoiding a nightmare. She didn’t know what it would be about, but she felt it coming.


    It was dawn, with light coming through the windows that illuminated another gender flip moment. Men were in the bunks with their infants, dreaming about collecting enough milk from the cows to feed them. The bunks were along the walls; the men were using them to keep the babies from rolling out of the beds because their cribs had been left on the ship. The women were in the cots between the kids, the men, and the possible dangers from the outside world, uncovered and dreaming about adventure. It was another change from a setup that had been in place for centuries.


    The women were thrilled by it. The females on sentry duty or still awake studied those bunks and cots in open joy. The future felt brighter for them, and they gave credit to Angela for making it happen. Even the normal females agreed.


    The male guards and the men who were awake observed it in concern that they were careful to keep hidden. They didn’t like the change or the view of what the future held for them. Even the magic users among the men blamed the boss.


    All the differences causing problems were still here, and no matter what Angela did, she would never be able to make them all happy. So I’ll push it in the direction that results in as many survivors as I can get and leave peace for those who come after me.


    Angela scanned the sleeping men again. Kenn, with dirt still under his nails from hiding the chessboard, was in a bunk with his son. Stanley was curled around Isabel’s babies. Both of those males had become something more, something different. But they didn’t want to.


    Her attention went to the long table, where Debra was sitting alone. Theo was at least honest about wanting the traditional setup.


    And I’m going to make sure he doesn’t get it with Debra. Angela wanted more for her. I want more for all of the females under my care, but some of them will flourish in the trad lifestyle. Even though I hate it, I will let it exist too, but you’re not stealing Debra’s future, Theo. I won’t allow it.


    Angela caught Vairo’s attention and looked toward the table.


    Off duty, but not tired enough to sleep yet, Vario had been walking around restlessly. Happiness filled his mind as he understood the boss wanted him to spend time with Debra. He knew without being told, however, to tread carefully. Debra was one of the boss’s favorite people, though it wouldn’t look that way to an outsider. They would believe she was being ignored. Vario saw it as her being protected until she was ready to handle the attention of being in Angela’s spotlight.


    Debra smiled as Vario sat down across from her. His team had taken over guard duty when Angela and Marc went to bed. They were patrolling outside with some of the new rookies. It was clear to everyone that Vario was trusted and his team was important. Debra wanted people to feel that way about her.


    Vario smiled back. “Can’t sleep yet either?”


    “No.” Her attention returned to the babies and their dads. “Theo wants me to be den mother, no Eagle.”


    Vario’s eyes darkened, but he didn’t badmouth his rival. “Maybe until your child is born, it would be a good idea. Caring for a baby isn’t easy. The lessons you’ll learn might be valuable.”


    Debra groaned. “I’ll be so bored!”


    Vario chuckled. “I’m sure the boss will give you moments that help. She’s good that way.”


    Debra faced him. “You want a trad wife too?”


    Vario made a face. “I want a partner who shares everything with me, good and bad, exciting and boring.”


    “Same.” Debra sighed, hand tracing shapes on the fresh wood. “Is it wrong?”


    “No. We’re allowed to be happy.”


    “Theo says it’s a natural order, the design. Men have adventures, like his run with Neil. He loved that. And women stay home with kids. Cook, clean, care for the man.”


    “Ah.” Vario didn’t correct her speech like he’d heard Theo do, publicly, so many times. Theo did it because he was embarrassed by her broken words and stilted tones. Vario planned to help her with that in private, because she deserved respect not shame. He leaned back, attention going to the bunkbeds, to the babies. “Do you believe the natural order ever changes?”


    Debra considered that for a long moment, then nodded. “Evolution changes.”


    “Nature itself changes when needed. It adapts.” He pulled up an example. “Grasshoppers mutate when there’s a food shortage, so they can travel farther and eat faster. Once they reach an area of plenty, their offspring are born the same as before, but the parents remain mutants for the rest of their lives. The American Dust Bowl was made worse by a plague of those mutated insects. Do you believe both stages are natural?”


    “Yes, nature designed them so they could survive any conditions…” Debra got the point. “Women are left in bigger numbers now. We’re changing, to get our people to a better place. Our offspring will be normal.” Her voice rose in excitement. “But not the parents. We get to stay changed!”


    Vario didn’t think that was entirely true about the offspring when it came to what was happening now, but he was happy that she’d gotten his point. “After you deliver, I’ll train you myself if being a hero is what you long for.”


    She nodded right away. “I do.”


    Sparks flew between them.


    Their brown hair was almost the same shade and hung in silken waves that even curled around their shoulders in the same manner. The differences lay in the green eyes and youth of Debra, while Vario’s brown eyes and lined skin said he’d gone through more battles and spent more time in the sun.


    Vario didn’t mind their differences. He wasn’t afraid of growing old or of her youth being too much to handle. He only mourned not being able to procreate. His seeing ability, combined with her nature gift, might have produced offspring that were special, needed. He fought the sadness that came from contemplating the unfairness of never getting to pass on his DNA and smiled at her again. Debra’s child would be special, and he would be part of its life, and that would be enough to satisfy the need that had always lurked inside him.


    Debra blushed again. His thoughts were open to her, but she wasn’t offended. She was flattered and sympathetic. With time, that might become more.


    Vario didn’t make a move.


    Debra didn’t fight the attraction. “And after the training?”


    Vario leaned away from her. “You have a bond with Theo that would have to end before there could be anything between us. I want you. I’ve made that clear, but I want my honor more.”


    Before she could make promises, he shrugged. “That doesn’t mean we can’t be good friends. We’ll talk, enjoy games, explore the possibilities, and when the time comes, you get to decide if we become something more or stay the same.”


    Debra felt the pressure slide off of her shoulders. “I like that.”


    Vario put a hand over hers, squeezing lightly, creating more sparks. Then he withdrew and stood. “I’m going to try to sleep. May I escort you to your cot?”


    Debra shook her head.


    Vario bowed respectfully and left her there.


    The lack of pressure from him sealed the deal for Debra. When Theo gets back, we’re done.


    Vario’s mind exploded in triumph that he quickly locked down on as he went to his cot. I owe the boss everything. When she enacts her secret plan, the one the others will fear, I’ll be at her side to help in any way that I can.


    Angela gave him a single nod as his eyes came to hers. You always have a home with me.


    Vario fought back tears. That was something else he’d always wanted. Devotion shined brightly and then was hidden away until it was needed.


    Satisfied, Angela finally allowed herself to sleep and face whatever was waiting for her.
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    “I expected a nightmare.” Angela twirled in the warm air, unafraid though she couldn’t see anything but herself. She glowed brightly, spinning through the darkness that had no ground, no sky, no beginning, no end.


    “Answer me.”


    The unseen voice in this dream was male and a bit impatient.


    “What was the question?”


    “Do you ever think about the past without sadness or hatred?”


    Angela floated through the dusty darkness of her dream, unburdened by anything as she spun and dipped in weightless suspension. “Of course.”


    “Without Marc.”


    Angela’s smile faltered. That almost familiar tone had asked a hard question. “Um… Sometimes there’s a face in the shadows. We’re riding a dirt bike. All I can see is hair and a cheek.”


    “Did you love him?”


    “Yes.” There was no doubting that feeling. “For a while, he was my hero and a distraction from the pain and misery.”


    “Did he love you?”


    Angela’s mood dipped. “I’m not sure.” She slowly stopped spinning. “He must have cared at least a little, or he wouldn’t have spent so much time with me.”


    That questioning voice became harder, relentless. “What happened to him?”


    Sadness hit Angela so strong that it was hard to breathe. “He moved away. He moved, and I never heard from him again!”


    “And you became so reckless that you ended up pregnant and alone.”


    All calm was gone now. Her emotions churned. “The two are not connected!”


    “Aren’t they?”


    “No!”


    “Then say his name.”


    She hesitated. “I don’t remember. It was a very long time ago.”


    “You don’t want to remember because you don’t want to face it. You keep him buried away like an old corpse, planting the flowers of other men on his grave.”


    “I do not!”


    “Then say his name and break free of the bonds you shroud yourself in. Say his name!”


    Angela’s anger pulsed out in deep waves of denial. “No! Go away!”


    The voice in the dream turned into a furious, familiar face. Long teeth crunched right through her neck while broken antlers impaled both eyes and pierced her brain.
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    Angela jerked awake. Her pulse pounded. Her fingers curled around the butt of her gun and had to be forced to let go.


    Every bad dream ended like that now. Knowing how she was going to die wasn’t a comfort.


    Angela pushed that thought out as the rest of the dream tried to settle into her mind so it could be examined and torn apart. Stop chasing ghosts. The past is dead. Let it stay there.


    Snores and steps came to her, along with quiet voices. She shivered as the odd dream determinedly replayed in her mind.


    Are you okay?


    Angela was relieved to have a distraction. I’m fine, love. Go to bed now.


    The dream started to fade from her mind; Angela kicked dirt over the cracked grave marker.


    Sarah returned to her host and quickly went back to sleep. This wasn’t the first time she’d stayed awake so long, but she hadn’t done it enough yet that she wasn’t exhausted by the time the shift ended.


    Angela covered the witch up with her favorite blanket and kissed her cheek. Then she scanned the sleeping people. She noticed Thelma and Dwight were in separate cots, far away from each other. She looked at Brittani, who was dozing as she leaned against the wall of the bunkhouse. Lying flat hurt her spine, so she slept sitting up now.


    Brittani didn’t open her eyes. They’re taking a break, like last time.


    This happened before?


    Yes, but it was my mom who had the affair. It was 10 years ago.


    Angela hoped the couple reconciled and had another decade of happiness before either of them made another mistake.


    So did Brittani. I’m sorry about telling Dace.


    Angela yawned, stretching in the late afternoon sunlight coming through the large glass windows. I knew you would. I was trying to get a different result with him.


    You did. He can walk again.


    But remembers very little.


    Brittani rubbed her stomach gently as her daughters jostled each other for space. Maybe that’s for the best, considering what an asshole he’s been.


    Well said. Angela eyed the empty kitchen. The freezers were humming softly, as was the refrigerator. Daryl had gotten a lot done in a short time. “Bowl of cold soup?


    Brittani smiled. “You’re the best.”


    Angela stood. “That’s what the tattoo on my ass says!”


    Brittani’s laughter was a welcome sound to her husband. Daryl had been listening and dozing, waiting to help her to the bathroom when she was ready.


    Brittani smiled at him. “I’ll walk this time. Slow and easy.”


    Daryl started getting things ready, like her shoes and a blanket to go around her shoulders.


    Angela smoothed her hair and stretched again. “It’ll be on the table for you.”


    “Thank you.”


    Angela went toward the kitchen while Daryl handled Brittani’s other needs. Angela spotted Kyle on duty in a shadowy corner near the injured people, who were mostly healed now. Jennifer was asleep in a bunk with all of their kids. Angela lifted a brow.


    Kyle replayed the tense moment that had resulted in him doing a double shift instead of sleeping.


     


    “I’ll be healed enough soon.”


    “No.”


    “I could give you another baby.”


    “No.”


    “But we’ll–”


    “It won’t make me stay. Stop now.”


    Jennifer started crying.


    Kyle walked away from her.


     


    Angela detoured over to him. “That’s why we kept it from her for so long.”


    Kyle was still in that cold place to keep Jennifer’s pain from sinking into his heart. The offer had only been made to trap him here. “She would really rather be an Eagle than have another child right now.”


    “And she will be, until Morgan comes back.”


    Kyle refused to contemplate that future, but he agreed with it. Morgan was a good man, and he deserved to have that time with Jennifer. “What about you?”


    Angela refused to answer. All the acting she’d done over the last few days had worn down her patience. The odd dream hadn’t helped.


    Kyle knew she hadn’t been happy for a long time with Marc, and even Adrian only pleased her in short moments. “It’s too bad there isn’t anyone else you’re attracted to.”


    Angela snorted. “Attraction is the source of my problems. I’d rather have mutual respect and a partnership that satisfies both of us.”


    Kyle glanced at his sleeping wife and sighed. “Good luck.”


    “Yeah.”


    The tone behind that one word told Kyle she wasn’t in a good mood. He scanned her thoughts, going deeper than most people did.


    Angela allowed it from him when she wouldn’t have tolerated it from almost anyone else.


    “Bad dreams suck.”


    Angela felt it lingering in the rear of her mind, stinking and rotting, but she didn’t want to talk about that. “Some other time.”


    Kyle shrugged. “I’m here if you need me.” That’s what family is for.


    “Thank you.” Angela leaned against his arm for a few seconds, then went to put the cold soup into a generous bowl for Brittani.


    While she worked, she did another scan of the sleeping people. It wasn’t a surprise that Fern and Timmy were in side-by-side cots, but it was a surprise that Suzanne had agreed to share a cot with Ed. They had their backs to each other and were cramped, but they also seemed happy with the contact. Suzanne had roamed the bunkhouse for a full shift, talking with the nervous normals and helping settle things down. Ed had done the same with the magic users. They weren’t an official couple yet, but that was in their future.


    Angela smiled at Troy, who’d woken as soon as she rose. He was in a cot near Marc and little Danny. Angela wondered if Troy wanted to be adopted too. She hadn’t asked him yet. He was older, so his thoughts on the matter were likely different than Danny’s. I’ll talk to him about it later today.


    She continued her scan, getting to the two Roberts boys who were in cots near Laura’s two nieces. At some point, I need to start using all of their names. That matchup was well on the way now, but she doubted it would save the Roberts line. And frankly, I’m just not that invested.


    Angela didn’t want Kendle’s relatives in her breeding tree. Roberts were unstable, flaky, and untrustworthy, no matter the environment. It would be better if that line died out, but she’d arranged the matches anyway because she needed Marc to be happy.


    Kyle’s question came to mind.


    “What about you?”


    Angela sighed. As long as my kids can be happy, I’ll survive the loneliness, the anger, and the bitterness.


    Her eyes went over Karleen and little Mathew, who were in the playpen with Mike and Mia, and then Ellie’s empty cot. She did a mental sweep and found Ellie outside, in a bathroom tent.


    Marc stretched and rose, drawn by her absence at his side and by her scans. He joined her in the kitchen.


    Angela enjoyed his hug, but it didn’t settle her heart like she needed it to.


    “You feel tense.”


    Angela tried to relax. “Dreaming about the past will do that.”


    Marc hugged her again. His dreams of the past were never good either.


    Angela didn’t talk about it. She didn’t even want to think about it. But I do remember his name.


    Angela pushed out of Marc’s arms and went to feed their baby.


     


     


    2


    “Good morning!”


    Ellie blinked at the loud, cheerful voice that assaulted her ears as soon as she exited the bathroom tent. She stared at the owner.


    Frank had found clean clothes, a clean white collar for his wrinkly neck, and his hands were as untouched as always. Ellie didn’t like it.


    Cleanliness was good, but his smooth hands said he didn’t do hard work, that he let others do it and profited from their labor. We had enough of that shit going on before the war.


    The guards around camp reacted to Ellie’s frown. They were supposed to give couples privacy, but only if the people were willing, and Ellie’s stiff body, combined with that deepening scowl, said she wasn’t. Add in the knowledge that she was dating the boss’s son, and every guard on the area moved closer.


    Frank didn’t notice. He smiled brighter. “May I say how lovely you look?”


    Ellie hadn’t brushed her hair or her teeth yet. She was wearing last night’s wrinkled, stained, stinking clothes. She blinked again. “May I say you’re a liar?”


    Frank’s mouth opened. And quickly shut.


    Ellie went around him.


    Frank recovered and followed her. “I’d like to speak with you.”


    “I have to get back in to help care for the kids.”


    “Surely the boss can handle her daughter and grandson for a few minutes without the help of a normal.”


    Ellie stopped, then turned.


    Frank’s teeth gleamed in the sunlight. “There. Now we can have a conversation.”


    Ellie wasn’t sure how Frank had missed her sending a protection spell over Tonya’s crew, but she used it against him as his hot gaze went over her body in a possessive manner that made her skin crawl. She dug into his thoughts and caught a flash of herself, on her knees, lips closing over the head of his… Ellie burst out laughing. “Good luck with that.”


    Frank’s face clouded over. “You’re not a morning person.”


    Ellie snorted. “It’s not morning, and I don’t like your approach. Go away, or this will get mean.”


    Frank didn’t take the advice. He leaned closer. “I’ve been watching you for some time now. I spoke with your father and mother last month. They’ve approved the match…”


    If I can convince you, Ellie picked out of his mind. Her eyes narrowed at the evasion.


    Frank didn’t notice that either. He was busy scanning her lips and enjoying his fantasy. “I’d be a good husband. Our children would inherit the church.”


    “Stop. I’m not interested in–”


    “Don’t do that!” He leaned down, face becoming dangerous. “Don’t you dare deny me after you spread your legs for that violent teenager! You sullied yourself with one of them, girl. No one else will have you now.”


    Ellie’s outrage mixed with her moody wakeup temperament and resulted in something deadly. “Walk to the cliff, Frank, and then keep going.”


    Frank’s eyes widened as he heard her order in his mind and his ears. Then horror took over as his feet turned his body toward the cliff.


    “Don’t speak.” Ellie’s tone was pure ice. “You’ve said enough already. Just go.”


    Frank obeyed.


    Ellie stood there, linked with him mentally, enjoying his fear, his begging, his helplessness. He couldn’t even get a scream to come out of his own mouth.


    Frank’s feet took him to the cliff. His leg rose to take that final step.


    “Stop now.”


    Frank stopped, sweating and crying.


    “I spared your life, Frank. In return, you’re never going to speak to me again. If you say one word, wish me good morning ever again, even, I’ll finish this. Are we clear?”


    Frank started to answer, then quickly nodded.


    “You’re a fast learner, Frank. That’s too bad.” Ellie let go of his mind and went toward the bunkhouse.


    Frank dropped to his knees at the cliff’s edge and sobbed in rage and relief.


    Ellie entered the bunkhouse and shut the door, immediately noticing the quiet. She found dozens of descendants staring at her. Before she could ask if she was in trouble, they started smiling and nodding in support.


    Ellie found Angela in confusion.


    Angela also sent a wave of approval. “Welcome to my family, Ellie. You’re going to fit right in with us.”


    Ellie saw her parents in the rear of the room near the windows. They looked guilty enough that she assumed someone had told them what happened. They were also shocked by her behavior…and scared of her.


    Ellie was torn between them and the alpha. She loved her parents, but they didn’t understand what life was like for her now that she’d accepted her magic. It came from one of you. You lied to me. We are not normal! They’d decided to hide their power, smother it, kill it. For the first time, Ellie was ashamed of her parents.


    No longer torn, she went to Angela’s side and refused to look at them.
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    “It’s time for the meeting. Call them.”


    Wade went outside to collect the guards and the few people who were milling around, viewing the bunkhouse from the outside. He also waved at Crenshaw, who was working on the garden plot that needed to be planted. He and the kids would handle that soon, and then everyone would help care for it, along with the other two larger plots and the orchards that Samantha had started before she left. All of those food sources were producing already, thanks to Sam’s magic. Wade hoped the kids, using Crenshaw’s good energy, would be able to do the same with the last one.


    Angela glanced around for something to stand on. She didn’t want to climb on the new table or use the benches. Her shoes were dirty, and it felt disrespectful to their new home.


    Daryl came through the crowd. “I have something for that.” He pushed gently on the edge of the kitchen counter, and the panel slid upward, revealing a long storage space with a ladder, a stack of brooms and mops, and a footstool.


    Angela laughed. “You thought of everything.”


    “We tried.” Daryl refused to take all the credit. His crew had worked damn hard. “It’s a shame you’re taking so many of my crew for childcare.” The hanging party would try to help, as would the senior Eagles who’d been drafted earlier, but Daryl had gotten used to working with Jim’s group.


    “Hold that complaint.” Angela climbed onto the stool.


    Kyle whistled to get attention as more people came inside. The bunkhouse wasn’t crowded, though. Daryl had made sure they had enough space this time. And it helps that we lost another two dozen souls last night between the purge and the tent explosion. Kyle stood by his wife and tried to resist looking at her. It would be a rough few months from here on out with her trying to change his mind about going on Marc’s run.


    “You’re not trained like he is, you know. And with that hand, you might not be able to keep up.”


    Kyle rotated toward her in hurt surprise.


    Jennifer refused to feel bad for trying to save his life.


    Kyle lifted his chin and walked away.


    Jennifer held her tattered heart in her hands and tried to stop the bleeding.


    “Our ship isn’t safe to live on now. It didn’t sink, but we’ll have to do repairs, and we don’t have the skills for that or the supplies.” Angela’s voice was calm and firm. “We’ll be living here now. We’ll bring things up from the ship, things like games and toilets.”


    People let out small cheers. The buckets in tents would work for now, but they were already missing real johns.


    “We are going to take the rest of today to recover, and then we’re going to start building that future.” Angela motioned toward the bulletin board, where her picture had been pinned. “We’re all going to help. There will be no exceptions. Like when we fought the government, there is work for everyone, no matter your age, duties, or skill level. Even those with medical conditions will assist in safe ways.”


    Brittani grinned. “Finally!”


    Laughter went through the crowd at her comment.


    Daryl understood Angela wasn’t completely taking the crew he liked so much and was satisfied as well.


    “The bodies have been disposed of.” Angela’s tone hardened. “The purge will not be repeated. The punishment Cody laid out stands. You’re getting a pass this one time. Do not abuse my generosity.”


    No one spoke, afraid to draw her attention.


    “I have a shield around the island. In time, I’ll lower it. We are vulnerable. We’ve taken yet another hit. If the UN were to come here right now, it would be an ugly battle where each of you would be in danger, where each of you would have to fight for your lives. I don’t want that. My shield makes it seem like we’re gone, like this island is empty again. It’s not to hold you against your will. By now, you know I’ll never do that. Other runs will happen, and you can leave with them if you want to, like the people who went with Tonya.” Angela nodded as a few questions and comments came. “I told Tonya not to answer us for any reason, so they would be safer from the people waiting for them on land. It’s better if they can’t track her location through radio calls. All of our loved ones on that ship are fine, including Missy.”


    Relief went through the bunkhouse. Except for Selina. Her sharp mind spat out anger that she hadn’t been told. A second later, she realized she’d been punished for not checking on Missy, for letting the girl run away.


    Wade caught Selina’s attention. And for trying to kill Kenn.


    Selina blanched. She’d almost forgotten about that.


    So had Kenn. It made him feel good to know Angela had given him some justice.


    “We have new den mothers now.” Angela gestured at Jim and his group, enjoying their surprised pleasure. “And we’re having a simple adoption ceremony later.” Angela smiled at little Danny.


    Some of the kids clapped for him, as did the magic users in the camp.


    The normals didn’t care because he wasn’t one of them.


    Angela didn’t push it. Jim’s group would adopt many of the kids they were now in charge of. By the time Tonya returned, this camp would only have a few orphans who still needed parents. And she’s bringing back enough refugees that it won’t be long before we have no orphans at all waiting for a family. “As of this minute, Conner and Candy are an official couple and recognized as such. They no longer have to abide by the age laws.”


    Candy blushed.


    Conner immediately kissed her, but panic seeped into his brain. What am I going to do now?!


    Magic users clapped again for the new couple.


    The normals didn’t.


    This time, Angela frowned. “I’ve had enough.”


    Silence went through the bunkhouse.


    Her eyes turned bright red. “If you can’t be happy for a new couple, if you can’t be happy that a child has a new family, then you don’t belong in Safe Haven. When the next team leaves for their run, you will be dropped on the nearest landmass with your memory wiped, and you can rot there for all I care! It’s enough. You’re either with us or against us. There is no in between.”


    Magic users cheered.


    Angela felt the surprise from the normals and from some of her Council. “Without change, there can be no peace. They won’t change, and I’m tired of the chaos. They can’t stay.”


    Angela waved off the few normals who were opening their mouths to make promises. “Don’t tell me, show me. Make me believe again that we can all live together in harmony.”


    Many of them vowed to do that.


    The others vowed to be on the next ship out of here.


    Angela didn’t care either way. I love the normals, but I’ve been forced to make a choice, and it isn’t them. “We’ll get a cow butchered shortly, and then we’ll have hamburgers for breakfast and hamburgers for dinner, with baked apples from the orchard and maybe even some french fries if the potatoes are ready. We just need the deep freezers brought here from the ship so we can store the meat we don’t use.”


    “Do we have enough power for that?” Thelma wanted to cook again. The change in environment, and the break, had helped her.


    Angela looked at Daryl.


    Daryl nodded. “I’m running the refrigerators on a car battery with a converter. We still have about 15 hours of use left on that, and then we’ll need to use a different power source or switch batteries. I’d rather use a different source.”


    “I assume you’re ready to make that switch, with some help?”


    “Of course.” Daryl pointed. “We put solar panels on the outside walls, and more will go on the roof when we finish the second floor. All we have to do is connect them. When that power runs low, we have a windmill built next to the runway. Those cords need to be connected to this building. And when there’s no wind, or it’s night, we’ll use the water power that we’ve also set this building up to use. All we have to do is finish those projects and we’re good on renewable power.”


    Cheers went up again, from both groups this time. People started volunteering.


    Satisfied, Angela stepped down and let Daryl take over. She walked to the front door, aware of the Council coming toward her. They had questions and comments that she didn’t want to deal with right now. She slipped outside before they could reach her.


    Where is my cat?!


    Angela flinched.


    Dog growled, golden eyes hard, cold. Where is he?!


    The wolf was dusty, with ruffled fur. He’d spent the night searching for his friend.


    Angela read the pain beneath the fury. Dog was still traumatized from losing Mr. Sneaky. “Buster went with Tonya. He snuck on board.”


    Dog’s legs wobbled. He sank to the porch, whimpering. Gone! He’s gone!


    Angela wished she’d considered how this would feel to Dog, but she’d been busy with the dangerous human reactions. “When Sarah wakes, talk to her. She can show you what happened last night. Buster is fine. He’ll keep rats off Tonya’s ship and enjoy having an adventure.”


    He should be here with me!


    Angela grumped. “You sound like Jennifer.”


    Dog snorted angrily. Don’t flatter me!


    Angela held in a chuckle because she knew Dog meant it. “The new kittens will be here soon.”


    Dog’s mouth dropped open. How many?!


    “We won’t know until they’re born, but I’ll bet Maybelle picks some place hard to reach to have them.”


    Dog’s concern switched to the female cat.


    Angela helped that along. “The tunnels might still flood in the rain. Can you help her find a place topside to have them? Cats like to make dens. Take her on a tour of the island so you’ll know where she is. Maybe she’d like to be inside a dead tree trunk.”


    Dog was already padding toward the bunkhouse.


    Angela opened the door for him, grinning as the people about to come out went in the opposite direction at the sight of the annoyed wolf. “Good luck!”


    Angela shut the door, proud of herself for how well she’d learned to manipulate others. Even animals weren’t immune to her talents.


    She saw Gus and Bernice coming up a jungle path, talking quietly. Their attention stayed on each other. Neither of them cared that they’d missed the short meeting. Water people aren’t immune to my plots either.


    The couple was wrinkled, sweaty, and mussed, carrying and wearing kits full of items the den mothers needed, but the way they were leaning in and exchanging soft smiles said they’d stolen a few minutes of alone time too. Angela wasn’t upset about it, though that was likely why they’d missed the meeting. She wanted Gus and Bernice together. That was why she’d arranged the match. They would be good to each other and Safe Haven needed that example, because most of the relationships in this camp were either bad or headed that way.


    Angela went around the rear of the bunkhouse. She wanted a few minutes by herself to consider what came next.


    Tonya’s run would be long and dangerous. When that was over, the kill team would be sent out. From there, it would be as if Safe Haven had ceased to exist for the next two years. Only the occasional whisper would be heard. Those who held hope in their hearts would still be there to greet them upon arrival. The others would continue their takeovers, destroying what remained of her homeland.


    “When I get back there, every one of you are going to pay for corrupting the American dream. Your leaders will pay the worst prices, but not even the lowliest helper in your camps will be spared. I’m going to make Vlad the Impaler look like a fucking butterfly.”


    Angela’s power stirred.


    She soothed it with a gentle hand. “We’re going to train, build, learn, and grow for the next two years. I’ll be overpowered when we go home, and so will those I take along for that final ride.”


    Her witch scanned the bunkhouse. And those we don’t take along?


    “The Eagles will bring them home when it’s safe, carefully separating the good from the bad so only prisoners remain here. And then we’ll forget this place exists except when we have to drop off new subjects.”


    That sounds like a lab.


    Angela smiled. “Indeed, it does.”


    A good lab this time?


    Angela’s smile dropped to the ground. “There is no such thing.”
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    Marc went to the small medical center in the corner, waving at one of the residents who’d made a dental appointment. He ignored Terry’s frown. All of the injured people from the explosion were going to be fine, and Marc wanted to accomplish something today to ease the demanding voice in his head that said to stop wasting the time he had left here.


    Terry frowned at Marc. “We don’t have the supplies for it.”


    “Yes, we do.” Anna pointed at her kit.


    Marc retrieved it, opened it. “It’s the dental tools and supplies I used last time. Thank you!”


    “It’s my honor.” Anna glared at Terry. “It’s my off day. I’ll help Marc. We don’t need you.”


    Terry couldn’t argue. He stomped toward the few injured people on the cots to do a check.


    Jennifer got there first. “I’ll regen them. The boss wants you.”


    That stopped Terry’s mental tantrum. He suddenly wondered how much Angela had heard.


    Jennifer smiled sweetly. “All of it, Terry, all of it.”


    Terry paled.


    Jennifer drew energy for healing. “She’s on the porch. Get out there and take it like a man.”


    Terry’s anger rose back up, but Jennifer was an enforcer, the bunkhouse was full of their kind, and Marc was watching him with a sneer. Terry marched outside, closing off his mind to all of them.


    More patients came over to Marc, hoping to be next.


    Anna pulled two chairs over and arranged them facing each other, then took the portable tray Dalton held out with a smile. She set things up quickly, happy with her job and the way her life was shaping up. All she needed now was for her sister to find the same happiness. She assumed Zack and his sons would provide that, eventually. Anna was suddenly glad that Dalton didn’t have any kids. Blending into someone else’s family was hard. Daniella likely had a rough road ahead of her where she would be on the outside until she could make bonds with Zack’s oldest boys.


    Marc glanced over. “Or until they leave.”


    Anna didn’t look toward Zack and his family as they joined Thelma for cooking duty. “The sooner, the better.”
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    Terry paused on the porch, where Angela was doing pushups in her tank top and jeans. Her bare arms rose in blasts of muscles that Terry hadn’t noticed before. Her jacket was lying over the railing that needed to be covered in sealant to keep the rain from ruining it. His mind flickered with impatience.


    Angela didn’t acknowledge his presence even though she knew he was there.


    This is because I ignored her last night. Terry felt bad for his pettiness. She’s the boss. I shouldn’t have treated her that way.


    Angela stopped but stayed down there, breathing in deeply through her nose and blowing out steady breaths through her lips.


    Terry waited, enjoying the sight of the sun starting to set. He rarely viewed it from the ship windows.


    Angela rested her cheek on the dirty wood. “Tell me why.”


    “Why what?”


    “Why you’re being a glory hog.”


    Terry winced. His first thought was to lie.


    A cold breeze blew up from her sweaty body, warning him not to.


    Terry forced out the stiff truth. “My parents picked my snotty little brother over me every time. I lost jobs to others who weren’t as talented. I ran for city council and lost to a criminal. Jayda picked Biff and Trent over me. I’m tired of losing out because I’m the nice guy.”


    Angela rose onto her knees. “So you’ve decided to not be the nice guy anymore.”


    Terry hated the way that sounded. “I haven’t broken any rules.”


    “Yet.” She resumed her pushups. Sweat started running down her neck and arms. “What will it take?”


    Terry had been asking himself the same thing. “I don’t know. It runs deep. I’m never fast enough, never strong enough, never smart enough.”


    “Sounds like you need your own team.” Angela did a few more pushups, then dropped to the damp wood again, arms burning. “Their accomplishments are yours, and yours are theirs.”


    “Are you saying I have to learn to share?”


    “Yes.”


    The jungle around the town wasn’t barren anymore. Terry spotted bits of green all over the trees and ground. The island was starting to recover. He hoped the people here could do the same. Last night’s purge and last week’s riot said there was still a lot of work to be done. He was suddenly glad they had Angela to lead them through it. She was cruel when crossed, but she did want what was best for all of them. I’ll try to help more. I have been selfish. I need to make sure she’s happy, so she stays with us.


    Angela liked that. She’d been worried that Terry was falling in with those who didn’t want female leadership. It was good to know that wasn’t the case.


    Angela shoved herself onto all fours again, breathing ragged now, heart pounding, sweat dripping. “If we don’t push ourselves, we never change. If we never change, we don’t grow. You need to grow, Terry. I can’t give you the position you deserve until you do.”


    Curiosity got the best of him. He knelt so he wasn’t towering over her. “I’d love to hear about it.”


    “The tower we’re going to build has a medical center.”


    “I’m already CMO,” he responded arrogantly.


    She locked eyes with him. “But you could be the dean of the medical school.”


    Terry’s heart leapt. His mind tore through that dream in seconds. A hole in his heart filled in and stopped aching. “I want it.”


    Angela resumed doing pushups. “I want you to have it. Work for it.”


    “I will. Starting right now.” Terry dropped down next to her and did the first pushup he’d bothered with in months.
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    “Just stop pushing me!”


    The door opened. Sadie marched out, slamming it behind her.


    Angela and Terry kept doing pushups. They were both certain Panaji had brought up their coming marriage again. The kind man wanted to set a wedding date. Once Sadie agreed to that, then he would start pressuring her about having a family. Sadie didn’t want either of those things right now.


    Sadie considered joining them in the workout, but a flash of setting sun on steel caught her eye. Time seemed to slow in Sadie’s mind.


    Crenshaw dumped the spade of dirt next to the row he was digging, humming. He’d taken a couple of breaks, but worked the rest of the day. The plot was half ready for planting now, and he was feeling good about his contribution to Safe Haven.


    Sadie went that way. Gardening sounded better than a boring workout. She didn’t want an Eagle life. She never really had.


    Should I invite her to join us?


    Angela shook her head at Terry. It has to be her idea.


    Terry resumed the grueling workout where they pushed their arms and backs to the failure limit, paused until the pain eased, then did it again and again and again. He listened as Sadie approached the garden, hoping it would distract him from the misery of his body. He hadn’t been doing any of the Eagle training sessions, and he was feeling it now.


    Angela sympathized. She hadn’t been able to do most of it while she was pregnant, so she was feeling it now too.


    They both listened over their loud breathing.


     


    Sadie stopped by the garden plot, watching the big man’s movements.


    Crenshaw nodded at her and kept working.


    Sadie was glad he didn’t say hello and force her to talk. She hated to make conversation with people, even those she cared about. They think I’m stupid!


    Crenshaw turned another pile of dirt. He noticed that she was still staring at him and flushed. “I’m ugly. Take a picture!”


    Sadie felt bad for him. “I didn’t say that.”


    “You were staring.”


    “I only had one garden lesson. I’m trying to remember how to do it.” She tried to find the right words. “I stare when I think…because I think slow.”


    Crenshaw’s face melted into something like joy that he quickly hid with a quick thumb toward the equipment pile. “Get a shovel. I’ll show you.”


    Sadie smiled at him. “Thanks.”


    The setting sun lit up her blue hair and made it glow. Crenshaw stared this time.


    Sadie paused, self-conscious. “What?”


    “Pretty.”


    Sadie swallowed. “Okay.” She went to get the shovel.


    Crenshaw resumed turning the earth, but his eyes strayed to her repeatedly, waiting for the glow to happen again.


    Sadie studied his moves, then started to copy him. As her head bobbed with the work, it fell into the sun’s path and lit up.


    Crenshaw pointed. “You glow.”


    Sadie saw a curl from the corner of her eye and understood what he meant. She laughed. “I’m a glowstick!”


    Crenshaw brayed laughter.


    Sadie twirled in the sun, enjoying herself.


    “I was her rebound.”


    Terry and Angela both flinched and rolled, hands going for their guns.


    Panaji didn’t even notice their reaction as he stood in the open doorway of the bunkhouse. “I knew, but I wanted her so much.”


    Angela stayed on her back, trying to recover. She refastened her holster.


    Terry had to holster his gun. He was faster on the draw than Angela.


    Panaji finally glanced down, but he wasn’t really seeing them. “What am I supposed to do now?”


    Terry didn’t appreciate the jump scare when he was already gasping for air. “Just help Dace. Maybe things will work out in the future with Sadie.”


    Angela shrugged. “And if not, there are other options.” She looked toward the bunkhouse.


    Panaji turned and saw several camp women watching him through the open door. Some of them looked away. Others gave open invitations.


    Panaji made a face. “I want Sadie.”


    “She’s not your match.” Terry liked it when Angela gestured for him to continue. He drew in air to talk with. “Enjoy the time you have left, but start working on a future that makes you happy. She doesn’t want kids. You do. Somewhere in our camp is a woman who will appreciate how kind you are, how dependable. She’ll give you kids and marry you, and you’ll go to sleep at night with her in your arms, and then you’ll understand how right you were to let Sadie go.”


    Panaji liked the sound of that. “I just don’t know if I’m strong enough to do it.”


    “Start slow. Tell her the wedding’s off, but she can keep the ring. Then start expecting less from her. Spend less time with her. Stop using her body. It’ll get easier to walk away once you cut each bond.” Angela pushed herself off the porch, groaning at the soreness. “When you walk away, I’ll show you a destiny you’ll be satisfied with. I can’t give it to you as long as you’re linked to her.”


    “Why?”


    “Because she can’t be trusted, and deep down, you know that.”


    Panaji sighed sadly. He’d known that since the very first time he’d seen her, with Adrian. “It has been a big adjustment, living among you Americans.” Panaji was sad, lost. “In my country, all of the women were happy to get married and have babies, to provide a home for their husband.”


    Angela bit her tongue. She liked Panaji, and she didn’t want to insult him or his culture.


    Terry didn’t even hesitate. “The women in your country were never given another option. You used them for breeding and sex and never once asked if they wanted something more.”


    Panaji bristled. “That is not true! My country was wonderful!”


    “Then why did you leave it to find a better life?”


    Panaji’s lips thinned.


    Terry shrugged off the scolding frown from Angela. “I’m not wrong.”


    She grunted. “Perhaps, but you didn’t need to be an asshole about it.”


    Terry flushed.


    Panaji nodded.


    Angela wiped sweat from her face. “You need to let her go.”


    “I’ll try.”


    “Good.” Angela bobbed her chin toward the bunkhouse again. “Go help Dace so Lisa can have a break. He’s putting too much pressure on her.”


    Panaji caught the parallels. He went that way with sadness on his face but determination in his heart to do the right thing.


    Terry stayed on the porch with Angela, also dripping sweat. “I’m sorry I was so blunt. He is a good guy.”


    “Yes, he is.” Angela resumed studying Sadie and Crenshaw. Neither of them had noticed Panaji or the fast conversation. “I foresaw her becoming a mother and settling into a happy life here, if she’d chosen to join us for the workout. She didn’t and that future has now vanished. So, I’m going to have her do some training as a nurse assistant for a while, to determine if there’s any real compassion in her heart to encourage. When that fails, I’m going to have Marc work with her in therapy.”


    Terry heard the doubt. “And when that fails?”


    Angela’s voice turned to stone. “She’ll realize I’ve given up on her and go bad. She’ll fall in with the enemies we still have here, and one of us will put her down.” Angela headed for the bathroom tent. “I bought her more time, but she was supposed to die from the rage illness. Some destinies can’t be changed, no matter how much I try. Hers is one of them.”


    Angela waved him off when Terry would have waited for her. “Tell them to slaughter that cow now. I’m ready to eat, enjoy some cartoons, and then take a nap.”


    Terry grinned. “Cartoons, burgers, and extra sleep. Is this a summer snow day?”


    She laughed. “Yes. Spread the word.”
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    “That is so good!” Marc licked her fingers and enjoyed the feeling of her braid resting against his arm.


    Angela chuckled as she stuck another piece of hamburger into his mouth. He was working on a camp man’s teeth, but the food was hot now, and she wanted him to eat. Marc had been working for three hours straight. His hands were starting to shake as he cleaned out infections and leftover pieces of bone from regrowing the teeth. It was amazing, but it took a lot of his energy.


    Selina waved off the next two people who came their way. They’d finished eating, painfully, and were hoping Marc could help them next. The animated film that was playing held no appeal for them, though the rest of the camp was laughing and enjoying it while they sucked down the food. “He’s tired. You have to give him a break.”


    Marc opened his mouth to say he could do one more.


    Angela shoved in the final piece of burger.


    Marc chewed, groaning. As soon as he swallowed, a yawn burst out. They’d chosen not to dig up the potatoes yet, and they didn’t have any bread, but two thick beef patties and a baked apple had been more than enough.


    Selina pointed when the two residents didn’t take the hint. “He’s done after this one. Make sure Anna has your name.”


    No one argued with the puffy sentry.


    Selina wasn’t crying now that she knew Missy was okay, but her voice was hoarse, her throat and face hurt, and she was ashamed of herself. It was a relief that she was still allowed to guard the boss’s husband.


    Marc’s power sank into the remaining tiny hole in the camp man’s tooth and filled it in. Angela was amazed, and that didn’t happen often now. “Stunning work.”


    Marc leaned back as he finished. “I get their bodies to make the filling. The high-protein meal will help them recover faster. Good choice.”


    The camp man felt on the tooth with his tongue. “It’s gone. The hole’s gone!”


    Marc smiled. “You’re welcome. Lots of brushing now.”


    “I will!” The man shook Marc’s hand and hurried off before he was told to help with the mess.


    They’d put a tarp down, but there were still gobs of pus, shards of teeth, blood, and filthy towels.


    Marc stood to get started on it. He didn’t feel right leaving it for Anna and Dalton. He wanted them to be able to enjoy the show and the meal now.


    “I’ll take care of it.” Terry had been waiting for Marc to finish. “Good job.”


    Marc sensed the change in Terry, but he was too tired to figure out what had caused it. “You sure?”


    “Yep. Least I can do.”


    Angela tugged Marc over to the washing station they’d set up at the sink. They didn’t have running water yet, but they did have buckets, and the pipes in here were connected to a gravity-fed filtration system.


    Marc yawned again as Angela washed his hands while also doing her own. They were both full of greasy beef that had tasted wonderful.


    Everyone felt that way. People licked their lips and sucked their fingers between yawns as the film ended.


    “Nap time, everyone.” Angela dried Marc’s hands on her shirt. She wanted her camp to gain a little weight from this meal, but they also needed the rest. A nap would provide both of those things.


    Existing on fish for so long hadn’t been good for them. Other meals would now be the norm, and fish would be a mid-week break. Until the next time we’re near starving. Angela hoped that didn’t happen again, but their food problems weren’t solved yet. She was counting on the island to do its magic and provide for their needs, but if it didn’t, trips would have to be made to gather more animals for them to raise.


    Marc followed her to their cot. He gave a short nod to Kyle and Wade.


    Both of those men also went to their beds. Child care and guard duty had already been assigned to trustworthy people, freeing them to join Marc on a secret adventure.


    Angela recognized the feeling of someone about to break the rules. She didn’t call them on it.


    Marc pulled his dirty shirt off and dropped it by their cot as he lay down. He fingered her braid as she leaned over him. “You too?”


    Angela ignored the females who had turned toward them to get a glimpse of Marc’s body. She covered him with a blanket. “Let me get them all settled first.”


    Marc’s eyes were already closing, hand letting go of her hair. “Night, night.”


    Angela smiled. “Sleep well.”


    Marc didn’t answer. He was already out.


    Angela went to feed the baby. Once everyone was accounted for again, she planned to crawl onto Marc’s chest and rest there for an hour or two. Hopefully, without the odd dreams this time. Sarah?


    Yes, mother? Sarah came to the open gate of her mental cell.


    Would you like to keep the father company while he dream walks?


    Sarah immediately nodded. Now?


    Yes, please.


    Sarah was gone a second later, also eager to have another adventure.


    Angela chuckled. Sarah and Marc were a lot alike.


    Angela scanned the kitchen area, where Ellie and Debra were peeling apples so Thelma could make a baked apple breakfast. The two females seemed to be hitting it off. Angela was glad, but what Ellie had done to Frank was going to have a steep cost. It wouldn’t come due for a long time, but when it did, everyone would pay the tab. That rejection had been brutal. Her future daughter-in-law had a violent temper that Angela both loved and loathed.


    Frank was in a cot in the corner, as far from Ellie and the other magic users as he could get. His mind was blank, but that was a calculated deception. Over the next two years, Frank would create and discard multiple plans until he found the one that would give him what he wanted the most–revenge and Ellie’s submission. If she’d said yes today, he might have been kind to her. Now, there was no chance of that. If his plan succeeded, her life would become so awful that death would appeal.


    And I have to let it play out. I can kill him, but then I won’t know who takes his place. He’s the leader of the rebellion that might cost me most of my senior people when Adrian’s daughter gets here. Knowing who the most dangerous enemy in my camp is might be the only advantage I have when that moment arrives.
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    The mother will not like this.


    “Then don’t tell her.” Kyle flexed his hand, marveling at how good it felt to be whole again. It wasn’t like this in real life, but dreams were places where anything could happen.


    Sarah snorted. This is not a dream, and the mother will not like it.


    “True.” Marc glanced over his shoulder at the two men with him. Watching Angela go through this in her memories had intrigued him. He wanted that experience under his belt. “But we’re doing it anyway.”


    Sarah hated their surroundings even though she’d come from a place much like this one. You’ll tell me when to pull you out?


    “You’ll know when we need help.” Wade thought it was smart of Marc to bring Sarah along for this. It would keep her busy and give them a safety net.


    “We have no proof she can do that.” Kyle had studied Morgan’s memories of his run through these zones with Angela. It wasn’t going to be easy.


    “She can.” Marc was sure of it.


    “How do you know?”


    Marc brooded. “Because my wife sent her to babysit us.”


    Kyle groaned. “We’re in so much trouble.”


    “Yep.” Wade laughed. It felt great to be breaking the rules, to be doing something other than childcare or worrying.


    Kyle gave in and grinned. He also wanted this experience. It was a matter of pride for him. Morgan and Kenn survived it. I will too.


    Wade just wanted to be able to share this experience with Neil. He did hope Samantha wouldn’t want to go through it, though.


    Marc lifted a brow at him.


    “I don’t want her to get hurt.” Wade shrugged. “I’m still a guy.”


    Marc sighed. “But you’d never tell her to stay home. You’d do it with her and support her every step of the way.”


    “Yes.”


    Marc went toward the clearest path, sensing what he wanted the most was in that direction. “You’ll help me with that when we leave.”


    Wade took the bodyguard place behind Marc. “I’ll help you with it before then.”


    Kyle brought up the rear, rotating, heart beating faster, excitement rising. “But not on this run, right?”


    “All the coddling has melted your nerves of steel.”


    Kyle glared at Marc. “I know! Why do you think I’m down here with you doing this stupid shit?!”


    Marc chuckled. “Because you’re just a guy too.”


    Wade leered as his Eagle ego finished overriding his common sense. “Let’s get to it.”


    Marc led them toward the first zone with determined steps. By the time I’m finished, my kill team will have more skills than we can ever use in just one battle.


     


    In Reicher’s lab, the lights were off, but he was standing by the entrance. “He is sau much like his father. I also trained my people, and myself, through hands-on, risky moments.”


    Tilly rolled over in his bed, glad that she wasn’t bound anymore. Her body protested; she was covered in bruises. “I’m cold.”


    “Good.” Reicher didn’t go to the bed yet to warm her. Tilly was sucking up now, trying to burrow her way into his heart so she could improve her position. She was even pretending to like the hounds that were on a constant patrol of his lab. Down here, the huge dogs didn’t need sleep or food. “I’ve only loved two females in my entire life. My daughter, Thalia, was the first, though I didn’t recognize it until after we died.”


    Tilly smiled softly at him, hiding her hatred. “And the second?”


    “The second is pretending she doesn’t know what her husband is doing right now.”


    Tilly understood he meant Angela. Her scream of rage rang through the lab.


    Reicher’s grin widened. “I truly do love that sound.” But he didn’t go to her for another mating session, though he would later. He was forcing her to enjoy it now, torturing her mentally. He stayed at the doors and kept track of Marc and his small team. Angela would never forgive me if I let anything happen to her delinquent destroyers.
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    Angela enjoyed the feel of Marc’s hard body as she settled onto his chest and breathed in the unique, sexy scent that was him. The bunkhouse around her was full of sleeping and dozing people who had eaten well and enjoyed the double feature of Bolt and Megamind. Phrases from both films were still being exchanged, with Ow, my giant blue head being the most popular, and I’m starting to get concerned about the number of lunatics on this trip coming in second.


    Light steps neared her cot.


    Angela pretended not to notice when Gordon knelt and unzipped Marc’s kit. The smell of a very dirty diaper came and was quickly gone as Gordon rezipped the kit and left. It had only taken him a few seconds, and he’d been very stealthy. She was impressed.


    When Marc opened the kit later and was slapped by the stench, he would understand Gordon was another Mitchel who wanted to play with him, train with him, bond with him.


    Jennifer waited until Gordon was back in his own cot and hopefully not listening. “Marc will turn him into a Mitchel with honor.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised that Jennifer was keeping track of her thoughts. “Gordon already has honor. He just needs some deadly skills for when it’s insulted.”


    Before Jennifer could answer, another voice drew their attention.


    “Boss.”


    Angela shifted so she could see a few cots down in the dying candlelight.


    Kenn pouted like a child. “I wanna go play.”


    Angela chuckled against Marc’s chest.


    Kenn meant it. “KJ’s sleeping, and Jim said he’ll watch him. Tell me to go to Hell!”


    Jennifer couldn’t help but join in the laughter even though she was worried about Kyle.


    “Same.”


    “Me too.”


    Angela glanced around. Seven other males were watching her, hoping for permission. The rest of Marc’s kill team just picked itself. “Fine. Wait where you land and be quiet. Let him finish the set with who he has along now. If you just drop into a zone next to him, you might get him and yourself killed. That would make me very, very unhappy. Understand?”


    All of them nodded, catching her warning that this wasn’t a harmless training session.


    “Close your eyes and think good thoughts. Bad ones might trap you down there forever.”


    Before anyone could ask questions, Angela shoved them out of this realm.


    It took a lot of power. She yawned, head going back to Marc’s chest. “Be careful.”


    Marc’s arms came up to hold her as if he’d heard.


    Others around them were now considering their options, searching for courage. In time, they would ask for the same, and she would agree. The people who went back with her for the final battle would be fearless soldiers who could literally walk through Hell without flinching.


    Angela smiled. “Want to come with me?”


    Jennifer nodded. “Yes, please.”


    Angela raised her voice to be heard clearly. “Cody has point.”


    She dropped out quickly, pulling Jennifer along.


    Cody rose, smiling, and began a patrol.


    People snuggled deeper into their cots and relaxed, even the normals. They didn’t like magic, but they did trust Cody. They didn’t view him as a threat. They saw him as a protector of both sides.


     


     


    5


    “I can’t see anything.” Jennifer stood next to Angela and tried again to penetrate the unsettling zones around them.


    “You have to connect to Reicher’s mind and view it through him.”


    Jennifer made a face. “That’s a hard pass.”


    Angela chuckled. She reached a hand out. “Come on.”


    Jennifer took Angela’s hand and braced for the feel of Reicher. Only the ruler of Hell could observe the punishment zones.


    Angela didn’t remind the girl that there used to be a viewing orb. She’d destroyed it, so that wasn’t an option now.


    Half a mile away from them and almost out of sight, Gus, Conner, Panaji, Stanley, Eric, and Gordon were waiting together, talking quietly with Ed and Kenn about what they were in for. They also watched the dark lab, mostly because Kenn was glaring in that direction between comments and advice. If he charged in there to challenge Reicher, Angela was sure all of them would be on his heels to help, even Eric, whose presence was a surprise. Zack’s eldest son was tired of being in the shadows. Angela was just glad he was leaving soon. She loved Timmy, but Mike and Eric were problems that needed to be removed.


     


    Still standing near the entrance to his lab, Reicher allowed both females into his mind so they could watch their mates. He didn’t speak with them, however. He didn’t want the contact with Angela to stop. Having her in his mind was as close to loving on her as he would ever get.


    Jennifer made a gagging noise.


    Angela chuckled. “All things serve the grand design.”


    “You sound like a fanatic.”


    “Awesome. I need to practice that horseshit for when we go home. They won’t believe I’m one of them if I don’t sound like it.”


    Jennifer had questions, but the mental image of Marc, Kyle, and Wade in the darkness, surrounded by shapes that could only be described as horrifying, stole her concentration. “Can they die in there?!”


    Angela nodded. “They won’t. Sarah will pull them out in time.”


    Jennifer flinched as one of the shapes swiped at Kyle, catching part of his arm. Blood dripped and then the men were through that zone. Fog surrounded them now. “She didn’t pull them out.”


    “They weren’t dying.” Angela read Reicher’s thoughts and saw Marc had used a copy of her fire gift to light the way through the darkness. Just like she’d done, he only used it for a few seconds at a time. She was curious how he would get through the fog, though. Nature wasn’t here to blow a clear path for him.


    The fog didn’t seem as threatening to Jennifer. She was able to think again. “Will I be your XO when we go back?”


    “That depends on you.” Angela shut down the foggy view and faced the girl. “If I have to keep manipulating you and lying to get you to do what I need, I may use Ellie instead. After what she did to Frank, it’s clear that she can play the role too.”


    Jennifer shuddered. “I know it was wrong to hurt him that way, but I need him!”


    Angela let go of Jennifer’s hand, aware of Reicher listening to them and also keeping track of Marc. It was odd to trust him, but she did. “Have you noticed the naming patterns among the founding families?”


    Jennifer frowned. “They name their kids by a chosen letter of the alphabet. It changes with some generations, in some of the families, and some of the kids aren’t named by that at all. I haven’t figured out how it works yet.” But she was close. Jennifer felt like she was only missing a couple of pieces to that puzzle.


    Angela felt Marc searching for her through their new bond. A smile played on her lips as she understood that’s how he was going to make it through the fog. He didn’t need Nature. He has me. “Tell me the families and their letters.”


    Jennifer shoved out her concern for Kyle so she could concentrate. She knew this was important. “Mitchels name their kids with As–Adrian, Amanda, Alicia.” A shadow passed over her face. “Livingstons use Js–Joel, Joey…Jennifer.”


    “Keep going.”


    “Reichers use Cs, but that ghoul at the lab door is the only one I know who has that letter in his name. His kids were M, T, and J.” Jennifer’s sharp mind made a connection. “His son, Joseph, was a Livingston/Reicher mix?”


    When Angela didn’t deny it, Jennifer used that new puzzle piece to make more connections. “The kids with the naming pattern have parents that carry that family’s DNA on both sides. If they don’t, those are the mixes.”


    “The Pruett line favors the letter M.”


    “Margret is a Pruett/Mitchel mix.” Jennifer didn’t know anything about that line, but Angela had mentioned them first, so they had to be special. “Marc?”


    “Pruett/Reicher.”


    “Conner?”


    “Reicher/Mitchel.”


    Jennifer’s voice dropped into a whisper. “Charlie?”


    “Named after his father. I kept to the pattern without knowing it even existed. The same as you did with Kane. Some of them came just from the tradition of naming kids after their fathers. Not all names are part of the pattern.”


    “But you said Kane is because he’s named after his father. Which family has the letter K?”


    “The Wells line, mine.”


    Jennifer’s frown deepened as she struggled to understand the point. “Kane…Kyle. That’s what you two have been hiding!”


    Angela denied that. “We hid nothing. We just weren’t ready for it to be known yet.”


    “Same thing.” Jennifer didn’t care about that now, though. “Wells are rare.”


    “My father, Darius, is a Malin/Wells mix. I assume my grandmother had Mitchel blood on both sides because it wasn’t my mother. It may have been even further back. I’m a mix of at least three founding family lines, but I suspect more. If I could trace my tree, I’d bet there are bits and pieces of them all.” Angela moved on before the feeling of being a mutt could hit her again like it had when she’d first come to this conclusion. “The line I carry the strongest is Wells. They’re known for being able to copy any gift, to excel at strategy, and to be fragile breeders. That last one is the only reason that Reichers inherited control over everyone and not my line.”


    Reicher nodded from his place by the door. That was absolutely true and proven repeatedly by the ruthless intelligence of the woman standing a few feet away who only had a 50% birth rate. It was higher if he factored in outside influences, like the abuse she’d suffered from both Kenn and Vlad, but in the end, only two children had survived from four pregnancies.


    Jennifer felt Marc and his group approaching the zone boundary and fought to keep her mind on the lesson Angela was giving. They’d made it through faster than the boss had, but they’d had memories to rely on. They’d known where to go and what to expect. “Kyle is your family.”


    “My rare family, Jenny. I’ll protect them with everything I have.”


    “Are there others in our camp, from your line?”


    Angela thought about the moment she’d nudged earlier. Kurt Vario Wells was special. That’s why she’d matched him with Debra. “One or two. They’ll always have a home with me, like Kyle.”


    “You’re not sending him out there to die.” Jennifer based her next words on Angela’s comment about the weak breeding tree. “You’re sending him out there to take over, to put your family line on top, where it should have been all along.”


    Angela smiled coldly. Then she turned toward the fog zone that Marc would soon come out of. There were a couple of other zones. Marc already knew about them. He would get comfortable in these known areas first, but when the excitement wore off, he would conquer the others. Angela planned to let him do it so he had that pride. But I’ll be nearby and so will his father and Sarah.


    Jennifer was still thinking hard about the family lines. “Who has the other letters?”


    “Other lines, some from other lands. Adrian’s Keeper duties have revealed a dozen more. They’re all betas. Not strong enough to be dominant, but still important.”


    Reicher made a note to record that as Marc crossed the boundary line with both team members and only minor injuries. The men were all wet, scratched, and dusty, but fine. I expected no less from him.


    Jennifer hated it that Kyle had been hurt at all. “Why are you letting them do this?”


    “For love. For the future. For survival. Pick them all and there would still be more reasons.” Angela locked eyes with Marc as he scanned and found her standing there. “He knows where Kendle ended up now. He saw her and Luke in the Wastelands. He knows she’s not alone.”


    Marc’s face softened with deep gratitude. Love filled his mind, love that no one would ever be able to duplicate.


    “His kill team will be fearless after months of this. It will create bonds among them that won’t be shattered by trying to bond during the run, and none of them will be bored while they help us rebuild the town.” She gestured. “You’ll notice it’s not just him. They all want to do this. Fear is second to the need to explore, to conquer, to discover. That is what humanity was made to do.”


    Jennifer heard the slight longing in Angela’s tone. “You want it too.”


    “Yes. Don’t you?”


    Jennifer didn’t deny the part of herself that cried out in equal longing. “Maybe we can take turns coming down.”


    “Maybe so.” Angela still hadn’t looked away from her husband.


    Marc saw the group of sweaty men waiting impatiently near the hot volcanic peaks. Understanding flooded his face. She’s giving them to me, for my run.


    Before he could come over to her, Angela motioned. “As you were.”


    Marc grinned, calling the group of waiting males over for a quick set of instructions.


    Jennifer scowled. “At least one of them can’t be trusted.”


    “Marc will know what to do with them during the run.”


    “Kill them?”


    “After he uses them to accomplish his goals.” Angela’s cold smile returned. “Dangerous runs usually need sacrifices.”


    Jennifer wasn’t afraid of that now. Kyle is her family. The boss won’t let him die. “Tell me why you’re manipulating me so hard with Morgan. What do you really want from me?”


    “I want to break the bond between you and Kyle. Then I want you to recover and live the happy life you were supposed to have with Morgan. Kyle is meant for other things, other worlds, other duties. You have to stop holding onto him now. My XO can’t be more worried about her captor than herself. Ellie will fit the position, but I picked you. She’ll fit the job. You were made for it.”


    Jennifer went cold. “I’ll never let him go. That bond won’t ever be broken. You could keep us apart for the rest of our lives, and we’d both still feel this way.”


    Angela sighed. “I know.”


    Jennifer was confused and leery. “Then why are you even trying?”


    “Because if I can’t rescue you, then I won’t be able to rescue the Creator’s wife either. You were right about that.” Angela faced the girl who’d been her experiment, her prototype, all along. “And if there’s no hope of recovery, then there’s no point in the separation.”


    Jennifer gasped. “You’re going to lock her and Nature up together, forever.”


    Angela’s voice trembled. “If I do that, the full wrath of the Creator is going to come down on all of us. So I need you to try, Jenny. Try to let go of Kyle and give me hope. If you can’t, if you won’t even try, then we’re all doomed even if we win the final battle.”


    Jennifer was tired of these games, the rules, the requirements, the limits they were constantly being smothered by. “What if you went another way?”


    Angela held her breath. Here we go.


    A feeling of incredible peril swept through the hot, ugly landscape.


    Marc glanced back at them.


    So did Kyle.


    Reicher stepped through the lab doors to hear what blasphemy was about to be said.


    Worlds stilled in fear as Jennifer’s mouth opened.


    “What if we replace Him…with you?”


    The giant construction project in Angela’s mind lit up in bright gold and blue lines, revealing the awful plan she’d been building for more than a year now. It was finally complete.


    Jennifer stared at it in amazement. “Your final battle plan isn’t for Nature at all. It never was.”


    Angela’s voice was like frozen stone. “Without change…”


    Jennifer’s answering smile was just as cold. “Tell me what you need to make that a reality.”


    Angela flashed fast images of her family, the island, her daughter and Sarah, the chessboard, and the team that was about to let Marc lead them through Hell. “You just gave me one of them.”


    “My support.”


    Angela held out a hand. “Our kids will inherit more than just the earth. They’ll rule everywhere, and there will be peace, or we will make sure there are no survivors.”


    Jennifer put her hand in Angela’s and allowed the magic pact to settle over her and sink into her soul. I just became a bad guy in this tale.


    Angela had viewed herself that way for a long time. “How does it feel?”


    Jennifer contemplated the mate now watching her with nervous, loving attention and beamed. “Almost better than his mouth.”


    Angela laughed. “Welcome to the revolution, XO.”


     


    Behind them, Reicher burst out laughing. “Perfect! You’re absolutely perfect!”


    Angela turned toward him, acknowledging the courage it took to even consider something like this, let alone to have made a plan and gathered the needed gear and support for it. “Can I assume you’re also willing?”


    Reicher stopped laughing. Fanatical devotion made his gray eyes glitter. “It’s all I ever wanted. It’s the reason I ran a lab and sacrificed my humanity. I couldn’t do it, but I believe that you can.” He bowed to her. “The full power of Hell is yours to command.”


    A silver crown appeared on Angela’s head.


    She immediately loved the feeling. “Now, I have everything I need.”


     


    The End of Book 26


    What would you like to do now?
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    “Fine, we’ll wait on the wedding until Tonya gets back, but not for the sex. Put that rubber on and come show me those pointers Wade teased me about.”


    Conner dropped the packet onto the floor, panicking. “Don’t take that dress off! Stop! Wait… Damn. You’re so beautiful.”


    Candy turned around for him to admire her post-baby body. “Enough to screw?”


    “Don’t call it that!” Conner fell back on the plan that he’d already used too much. “I’m going to make love to you for the rest of the night, and then we’ll face the consequences together.”


    “Deal!”


    Conner drew in a deep breath, smiling softly at her to hide the deception. They were alone in this cabin, though there was a lot of activity in the hallway outside.


    Candy lifted her arms to take off her bra.


    Conner fired a charm, using his strongest version this time.


    Candy froze.


    Conner’s voice was full of misery as he planted the order. “We’re going to wait for our wedding night.”


    He kicked the condom pack under the bed, then gently lifted her pretty dress. It was torture to slide it over her upraised arms without touching any of the bare skin that called to his fingers and kept his body hard.


    He stepped back. “The alpha will punish us both, harshly, if we break the age law.”


    Candy’s cloudy eyes began to clear. Her arms lowered. “We should wait for the wedding.”


    Conner sighed as if this had been his idea. “I know you’re right. I just want you so much!”


    Candy sat on the bed, blushing. “Go knock out a couple in the bathroom like you’ve been doing, then come hold me while I fall asleep.”


    Conner leered at her as he went into the bathroom. He shut and locked the door, then leaned on the sink and stared at himself in the mirror.


    Charming her had become a weekly ritual that he loathed. If she found out, there would be hell to pay, though he didn’t believe it would split them up. She would admire his restraint and his honor, because Mitchels didn’t usually have much of either.


    Conner forced out a moan to keep up the pretense. But he’d never felt less like taking himself in hand. He was terrified. What if everyone is right? I might be like my dad. Once I get the milk, I might leave the cow, and that would crush Candy.


    Conner made the expected noises and kept examining his problem. He knew his dad and the alpha were out hunting together. The tension on the ship was high because of it, but he only had time for his own life right now. There has to be some way to make sure Candy doesn’t get hurt​. I’m not going to use her like the other Mitchels would do. I’m better than that.


    He stared at himself in the mirror. Right?
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    “I want to make this next one special for you.” Ed kissed her lips again. “Tell me a position you enjoy. Or one you don’t like and why.”


    “Doggy.” Suzanne blushed, enjoying the feel of his naked body half resting on top of hers. They were still connected. A strong orgasm had come for both of them with a few flips of his hips and fingers. “I do like it, but I’ve never been able to get there that way.”


    “Because you can’t plank.”


    She stared, impressed.


    Ed shrugged. “Wade’s lessons are surprisingly detailed. He made it clear that most women can’t cum without clitoral stimulus and being able to tense their legs into a full plank, which only happens when they can stretch out. Most positions that men enjoy don’t allow for that.” He grinned. “I didn’t know that’s where curl your toes came from.”


    “Is it?” Suzanne didn’t fight the arousal that was growing from their conversation. She liked verbal foreplay.


    “Wade thinks so, and he is cupid, so probably.” Ed began to harden inside her tight body, making her groan. He didn’t need long to recuperate.


    Suzanne rubbed his naked back, tracing the muscles and the scars, the flaws and indents. His body was hard all over, filling, arousing.


    Ed didn’t thrust, though he wanted to. The first orgasm had been fast and frantic for both of them. He wanted this one to be remembered for the quality. “I might be able to give you that.”


    Suzanne was already back in that place where pleasure was king and conversation was not. “Okay.”


    Ed kissed her throat. “The key is to get as near to the edge as you can before turning over. After a few times of that, it isn’t as much pressure mentally, and your body will just go with the flow.”


    Suzanne involuntarily clenched around him.


    Ed kissed her chest, her shoulder, her cheek, working his way slowly back to her lips. “Would you like me to fuck you from behind?”


    Suzanne’s body gushed. She nodded, breath coming faster.


    Ed knew they were just here for fun, but it was still a disappointment that she was responding to the words for comets and not stringers. He vowed to change her mind about their status. Sex had never felt this good with anyone. He didn’t want that to end. If I can bond with her, she’ll want to stay together.


    Ed slowly withdrew from her wet body and slid lower while doing a fast wipe with the sheet to clean the part of her that he wanted to access.


    Suzanne groaned as his mouth went between her legs.


    Ed kissed her right in the center, chuckling when she arched against his lips. He had a shield around his cabin to keep the sounds in and the rest of the world blocked out, in case she was a screamer. She hadn’t so far, but he loved how responsive she was. “Make me stop when you’re right on that edge.”


    “I’ll try.” But she was sure that she would. The possibility of a doggy-style orgasm was too much to resist. If he keeps giving me firsts, I’ll never be able to let him go.


    Ed caught that and gently nibbled her clit.


    “That’s…” She arched again. “Amazing!”


    He could tell from her reaction that no one had ever done that to her. He began running through Wade’s lessons, planning them out so he could give her something new with each sexual encounter they had.


    Suzanne clutched his shoulders and forgot about everything that stood between them. The only thing that mattered was Ed’s magic mouth.


    Between nibbles, Ed used a heavy tongue and a lot of sucking pressure, combined with gently flicking her nipples until they were hard peaks and she was planking.


    Suzanne pushed on his shoulders. “Close. So close!”


    Ed neatly rose onto his knees. “Roll over for me, baby.”


    Suzanne groaned, forcing her stiff legs to bend, to move.


    Ed memorized the sight of her on all fours in front of him. Then he gently tugged her right leg back so he could slide his hand around her hip. “You can still plank with that one.”


    Suzanne realized he’d just made it possible for her to cum this way. Then he shoved into her.


    Ed angled to hit the top of her tight body, the g-spot, then stroked roughly in and out, moaning as the pleasure lit him up. “Gonna just please me for a minute, baby!”


    Suzanne squeezed her body around him, wanting him to feel as good as she did.


    Ed almost lost control. He recovered by pulling out and rubbing against her. “So close!”


    Suzanne chuckled.


    Ed pushed back in, still hitting the same spot. He reached around and tugged her leg back again, encouraging her to straighten it out all the way. He braced on his left knee and left arm, thrusting faster while his free hand slid through her folds to tap her clit.


    Suzanne cried out, body arching.


    Ed tapped her clit once more, hard, then pressed inward, holding her mound in his hand as he thrust into her.


    Suzanne climaxed, body gripping his in jerks and twitches that stole his breath. He pushed in as deep as he could get while she clenched around him and cried out. Cum sprayed.


    Ed kept his hand tight against her as they both rode the waves and tried to remember how to breathe.


    



    Deleted Scene #3


     


     


    Thousands of miles away from Safe Haven, Daniel rose from his bedroll beneath the sprawling amusement park that his mother had moved them to them long before the war. The tall, steep rides above him were rusted now; the park was covered in trash and littered with the dead. It had been winter when the war struck, but sick people had still come here in the days afterward, to die surrounded by fond memories.


    Daniel didn’t have those for this place. It was the sum of everything that was broken in his mind. “And that dream was the last straw.”


    He blew out the candle that had kept him from total darkness in the small storage room, grabbed the bag by the door that he always kept packed, and went topside in the dawn’s murky light.


    The tarnished amusement park mocked him with memories of daring feats, fearing dares, and the deaths of every member of his family, no matter how hard he’d fought to keep them alive. He was the sole survivor.


    Daniel mounted his dirt bike and kicked it to life. He cried as he rode away. There was only a single living soul on the planet now that he cared about, but she refused to even say his name. “I was born to be alone. I’ll wander the wastelands until I find a reason to live or the courage to stop.”


    Daniel went west, leaving the grave of his former life with dangerous sadness in his heart and the image of a trailer park girl in his mind that had never dulled.


  


  
    Musical Tribute


     


    In chapter 10, I did a tribute to Pink and Rascal Flatts. Between the two bands, 72 of their songs were named. How many of them did you spot?


     


    Titles List:


    Bless The Broken Road


    Come Wake Me Up


    Every Day


    Fast Cars And Freedom


    Feels Like Today


    Here Comes Goodbye


    Here’s To You


    I Melt


    I Won’t Let Go


    I’m Movin’ On


    Let It Hurt


    Love Who You Love


    Mayberry


    Me And My Gang


    My Wish


    Nothing Like This


    Once


    Play


    Prayin’ For Daylight


    Skin


    Stand


    Still Feels Good


    Summer Nights


    Sunrise


    Take Me There


    The Day Before You


    These Days


    Things That Matter


    Unstoppable


    What Hurts The Most


    Where You Are


    Why


    Why Wait


    Bad Influence


    Beam Me Up


    Blow Me


    Crystal Ball


    Don’t Let Me Get Me


    Fuckin Perfect


    Family Portrait


    Feel Good Time


    Fingers


    Funhouse


    Get the party started


    Glitter In The Air


    Heartbreak Down


    How Come You’re Not Here


    I Don’t Believe You


    I Have Seen The Rain


    Just Give Me A Reason


    Just Like A Pill


    Long Way To Happy


    Mean


    One Foot Wrong


    Please Don’t Leave Me


    Raise Your Glass


    Slut Like You


    So What


    Sober


    Stupid Girls


    The Great Escape


    The Truth About Love


    There You Go


    Timebomb


    Trouble


    True Love


    Try


    U And Ur Hand


    Unwind


    Walk Of Shame


    Where Did The Beat Go?


    Who Knew


    


  


  
    Alexa’s Travels


     


    Are you curious about what’s been happening back in America since Safe Haven left? What has William been doing? Is Billy still alive? Why did he and David head west, and who was the owner of the mysterious voice that was calling to them?


     


    I’d like to introduce you to Alexa’s Travels.


     


    [image: ]


     


    This story connects to Life After War in hundreds of ways, from locations and people to plot lines. The two series will converge right before the final battle that has been building, bringing another all-star cast into LAW. I can’t wait for you to meet them and love them the way I do.


     


    Take me to the Alexa’s Travels page!


    



     

  


  
    ​What Did You Think?


     


    I’d love to hear how you feel about this book!


     


    You’ll see this request at the end of every title I write because it matters so much to me and to the other readers out there. Please take this link to the book’s page on my website, so you can pick the store of your choice for a review. It doesn’t have to be long, though it certainly can be if you like. Just tell me, and the world, how you feel about it.


    Feedback helps me in many ways, but the biggest is that it drives me to keep producing. I have self-doubt moments just like everyone else. Your review might be what pops me out of a bad place and allows me to keep rolling! And if you ever need some kind words, I’d be happy to do the same for you. The world is often an ugly place, but we can help each other through those hard times with small acts of kindness.


     


    “I have found that it is the small everyday deed of ordinary folks that keep the darkness at bay. Small acts of kindness and love.” -Peter Jackson


    


  


  
    ​​​Book 27
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    Facing Ghosts


     


     


     


    1


    “Hello in the camp?”


    Charlie didn’t answer even though he recognized the person.


    The tense, arrogant voice came again. “You called me. I’m here.”


    Charlie still didn’t reply.


    Ivan slowly stepped into the firelight, then stopped.


    Bodies were all over the camp, drained. Their lifeforces had been taken.


    Ivan’s horrified eyes went to the teenager sitting at the campfire, coaxing it back to life.


    Charlie shrugged. “They pissed me off.”


    Ivan scanned again and saw one of the bodies was a bloody male with a stab wound. He hadn’t been drained, and his thin, naked body was covered in little cuts, scratches from fingernails, and bruises. It wasn’t hard to guess that Charlie had stumbled upon a gang rape. It was the boy’s reaction that was a shock. Ivan wasn’t sure if he should feel threatened. “You called me.”


    “I am aware.”


    Ivan frowned at the sarcasm, wondering why Charlie was here, alone, at midnight. Ivan had felt the arrival of Safe Haven people and blocked them mentally. He didn’t know how Charlie had pinpointed his location anyway. He didn’t ask because it would make him look weak.


    Charlie flicked a spider away from the rocked-off fire. “You are weak. Look how much gear you’re wearing for a simple conversation.”


    Ivan stiffened. He had on a Kevlar vest, two pairs of pants, steel-toed boots, two shirts, a thick jacket, and a baclava was in his pocket. All of that was under multiple guns, a few knives, and a sword in a sheath on his back. Charlie was wearing a tank top, stained blue jeans that rode down to show white boxers, sneakers, and a belt with one gun and one knife.


    Ivan tried to save face. “It’s dangerous out here at night.”


    “You have magic.”


    Ivan considered the things he’d seen and fought since arriving home. “Sometimes magic isn’t enough.”


    Charlie didn’t argue that point, but his contempt was clear.


    “Why did you call?”


    Charlie glanced up with bright red eyes. “You took something from me. I want it back.”


    Ivan swallowed. “I can’t.”


    Charlie’s eyes faded to blue. He nudged the skillet back over the large fire to finish cooking the two thick steaks. It had gotten bumped during the fight. The other pots and skillets had been knocked over, ruining their contents.


    Ivan smelled beef and wondered where the women had gotten it. He hadn’t seen a cow the entire time he’d been back. He didn’t blame the boy for finishing the cook on it. Beef was rare.


    “You owe me.”


    Ivan had been hoping that wasn’t why Charlie had called him, but he had an answer ready. “She left us.”


    Charlie took a matchbook from his pocket and struck three of them together. He slid them into the smoldering wood under the skillet to help it along. Then he faced Ivan.


    Ivan couldn’t help the shudder that went down his spine. Charlie had killed nine rage-infected women and taken their lifeforces. The things he was now capable of were frightening even to a trained soldier and magic user.


    Charlie neatly rolled to the side and came up on his feet.


    Ivan flinched and reached for his gun.


    Charlie laughed.


    Ivan stopped his hand from drawing the weapon, embarrassed. This wasn’t how he’d imagined this meeting would go. When the call had come from the teenager and not his mother, Ivan had been relieved. He’d assumed this would be a quick and easy update where he lied and then the boy left.


    “If my mom had come, you’d be on your knees right now for whatever affection you could grovel out of her.” Charlie shook his head when Ivan would have argued. “Go get Tracy. Bring her here.”


    Ivan scowled. “I told you; she left us a while back, and I don’t know where she went.”


    Charlie just stared.


    Ivan had to force himself not to fidget. It was too much like dealing with Angela. “Let her go. She doesn’t want to see you.”


    “How would you know? She left, remember?”


    Ivan refused to admit defeat yet. “She told us before she left. She knew you’d come after her at some point.”


    “Keep lying. The hole you’re digging will get too deep for you to climb out.”


    Ivan scanned the darkness, understanding the pretexts he’d invented weren’t going to cut it. He tried one more time anyway. “We’re dating. Back off!”


    Charlie laughed again, harder this time.


    Ivan felt the insult. “You think she wouldn’t date me?”


    “I know she wouldn’t. She hates magic. You might want to shag her, but it would have to be rape because she’d never willingly spread for you.” Charlie took a step closer, eyes lighting up again. “Was it rape, Ivan? You couldn’t get to my mom, so you took Tracy instead?”


    Ivan brought up a shield to keep from crossing a line he couldn’t come back from. Fighting with Angela’s son wasn’t allowed. “I’ve never hurt her and I never will! I know where she is, but I’m not going to tell you.”


    Charlie smirked. “You just did.”


    Ivan realized the boy had read his thoughts and caught the fast flash of the cave they were living in. He dropped his shield and his act. “Don’t. Please.”


    “Why?”


    Ivan had no choice but to tell the truth. “She wants to help the UN. I’ve been putting her off and trying to convince her they’ll hurt her because she had a baby with you, but her mind…”


    “Yeah.” Charlie cooled off. He went back to the fire and dropped down. The women here had been about to enjoy a meal before resuming their abuse of the man they’d captured. One of the females had stabbed him in the heart during the fight, just to make sure he didn’t escape. “Her mind wasn’t good before. Being back here can’t be helping.”


    “No.” Ivan came closer to the fire and waited.


    Charlie nodded. “You’re allowed, this once.”


    Ivan sat down. He didn’t read Charlie’s thoughts or ask questions about Angela, though he wanted to do both.


    Charlie tended the fire until it blazed back up. “The only way she’ll get better is if I break the bond between us and then make her forget that we were a couple. I’m going to convince her that she had a car accident and lost her family.”


    Ivan caught on quickly. “And then you’ll make her think Safe Haven is the best place for her, that magic users aren’t bad, and the UN is.”


    Charlie shrugged. “I’ll spend some time with her before I do that.” If he had to go that far, it would mean he’d given up on the reunion his son needed, and he wasn’t willing to do that yet.


    “How’s the baby?”


    Charlie smiled tiredly. “Healthy and loved.” His smile faded. “But he’s hurting over his mom.”


    “You can’t force them back together. Some women aren’t cut out for parenthood.”


    “It might have gone differently if magic wasn’t involved, if she didn’t hate our kind.”


    “But she does, and even a charm won’t work because she’s too crazy for it to hold.”


    Charlie looked up, calmly this time. “Show me.”


    Ivan reluctantly allowed the boy deeper into his mind so he could see how bad off his ex was. “You don’t need to charm her. She’s already pretending it never happened.”


    Charlie was hurt all over again by the replays of Tracy acting like she hadn’t been with Safe Haven, that she hadn’t fallen in love, that she hadn’t birthed his child. Her mind was forming thick walls to keep out the guilt.


    “It’s only going to make things worse if she sees you. We’re protecting her and keeping her away from the UN like your dad wanted. Let her go.”


    Charlie gave the skillet a shake to keep the food from sticking. “You keep saying we. Who else is living with you?”


    Ivan locked his thoughts.


    Charlie ripped into them without any real effort, flying through the closed doors and secret halls until Ivan was grunting from the effort and still losing the battle.


    Charlie casually withdrew and resumed working on the meat. “Everyone knows he’s alive. That secret didn’t last long in our camp.”


    Ivan was relieved that he wasn’t breaking Rico’s confidence. He didn’t feel bad for telling the boy about Tracy’s issues, but Rico was a scary bastard. Ivan didn’t want to cross him.


    Charlie rolled his eyes. “You’ve gotten twitchy.”


    Ivan scanned the darkness around them. “With good reason. If you stay long enough, you’ll be this way too.”


    Charlie had already felt a few things that were out of place, and he’d spotted some shadowy shapes nearby that didn’t belong in this reality. He understood it wasn’t the slavers Ivan feared, but he still held the man in contempt. No wonder my mom didn’t pick him. Even without that macho bullshit, he isn’t appealing.


    Ivan missed that in favor of studying the darkness closest to them, where oddly-shaped eyes flashed in bright colors and vanished, as if mocking him.


    Charlie eyed Ivan’s fully covered body again. “I’m not going to get twitchy, no matter how long I stay, because I know what I can do. My fears are based around Tracy, not whatever might be watching us from those trees.”


    Ivan turned, hand dropping to his gun.


    “Easy, dude.”


    Charlie’s derisive tone wasn’t welcome. It was also a reminder of his father. “Why did your dad let you come out here alone?”


    Charlie started to say he wasn’t alone and caught himself. Ivan was fishing for information. Charlie shrugged. “Maybe he got tired of my winning personality.”


    Ivan snorted. “Or maybe that mother of yours thought you needed another run under your belt before she can bring you into leadership.”


    “That ship sailed and sank a long time ago.” Charlie smirked again. “You’re behind on all the gossip.”


    “Let’s keep it that way.” Ivan didn’t want that information in his mind when he took Tracy to the UN camp.


    Charlie kept a tight thumb on his anger. “You’re not going to do that.”


    The boy’s icy voice tipped Ivan toward panic. “I told you she’s insisting on it. I’ve almost run out of excuses to keep her from taking off on her own!”


    “Tell her I’m here, that I’m looking for her. That’ll keep her in hiding for another month.”


    Ivan calmed a bit, considering. “I could do that.”


    “When she finds out I’m here, she might want to come talk to me. Or she might go further off the deep end and try to hurt herself. You’ll have to keep an eye on her.”


    Ivan was tired of the duty he’d accepted. “I have to hunt and protect the cave. I don’t have time for her emotions too!”


    Charlie’s lip curled. “My mom was right to get rid of you.”


    Ivan scoffed. “Marc arranged for me to leave.”


    Charlie sneered. “The fact that you believe that is just more proof that you were never worthy of my mom.”


    “Angela isn’t worthy of me, of Marc! She should have taken a back seat and let the men lead!”


    Charlie laughed again.


    Ivan snapped his mouth shut.


    In that awkward moment, Rico Reicher walked into the firelight.


    Charlie immediately approved of Rico’s appearance. He was in jeans, work boots, a t-shirt, and wore a single gun. He was shorter than his repulsive brother, stockier, and in Charlie’s opinion, more dangerous.


    Rico smiled. “Flattery is a nice change from nervous ass-kissing.”


    Charlie chuckled. He didn’t mention Rico’s hair being grayer, and his eyes being duller. Living in Safe Haven, and then being split from it, would do that to anyone even if they hadn’t been forced to leave behind a soul mate.


    Charlie motioned at the fire. “You’re welcome anytime. Would you like to join me for the meal?”


    “I’d be honored.” Rico sat next to the crackling flames.


    Ivan scowled. Charlie hadn’t invited him to dinner.


    “He doesn’t like you.” Rico taunted the soldier. “I don’t have that problem.”


    “Go fuck yourself.” But Ivan said it carefully, always aware that Rico was deadly.


    Rico’s eyes narrowed. “Guard duty.”


    Ivan immediately went to patrol the area around the campsite.


    Charlie flipped the meat with a quick flick of his wrist. “Did you scare him at some point, or did he see your skills in your mind?”


    “Ivan has never been in my mind.” Rico grinned. “Perhaps it came from that. Or maybe it came from witnessing the hunting that I do so well.”


    “I think it’s because you aren’t twitchy and he is.”


    Rico’s opinion of Charlie rose. “Fear is something to ignore in this new world. Ivan hasn’t learned that yet. Your mother coddled him.”


    “She did not!”


    They both ignored Ivan’s half shout.


    “My dad misses you.”


    Rico’s smile faded. “I wish I’d had more time with Marcus. He is an interesting man.”


    Charlie huffed. “He’s a piece of shit, like all Reichers.”


    Rico lifted a brow. “Does that include yourself?”


    Charlie considered why he’d come on this run and nodded. “Absolutely.”


    Rico studied the bodies around them and their causes of death. “Well, that opinion can’t be from your relationship with killing. You don’t have a problem doing that.”


    “It came from Tracy.”


    Rico figured out what Charlie wanted from that one sentence. He didn’t need to read the boy’s mind. “It’s possible.”


    Charlie’s shoulders tensed. “What unspeakable torture would I have to use?”


    Rico chuckled. “This is why you called Ivan here. To get to me.”


    “Of course.” Charlie tossed out a dangerous tone that would have made his father proud. “The only thing I need from Ivan is his lifeforce in payment for kidnapping the woman I loved.”


    Ivan stopped in the shadows, torn between the dangers out there and the danger here.


    Reicher turned to stare at Ivan. “I wasn’t aware of that.”


    Reicher had joined Ivan and Tracy after washing up on the beach of Henderson Island. He’d been told they’d left Safe Haven, but not why. Grateful for their help, he hadn’t asked for any details. That was a mistake.


    Charlie didn’t reveal Ivan’s other crimes. He didn’t need to. Now that Rico knew there was one big thing that had been hidden, he was digging through Ivan’s memories and seeing what he’d wanted from Angela, how he’d lusted after her, lied to her, and tried to get Marc to take control from her.


    Rico’s anger blasted out in a wave of heat that traveled straight toward Ivan.


    Ivan barely got a shield up in time.


    Rico’s tone was ugly. “Perhaps you should wait elsewhere. You’re not safe from any of the monsters in this zone.”


    Ivan turned and left, cursing Angela all over again.


    Charlie’s smug laughter followed him the entire way.


    Once they were alone, Charlie opened his thoughts to his great uncle. “Have at it.”


    Rico felt better knowing Tonya was still on her ship, organizing and sorting. He didn’t like knowing her crew was loading those sorted, organized supplies into the vehicles they’d found and prepped, but her run was important. It was a mental struggle not to reconsider his plan to stay away from her, however. She didn’t have enough protection along, and he excelled at escort duty.


    “She has two dozen of the strongest Eagles.”


    Rico grunted. “But are they also the best fighters? The best thinkers? The most loyal to her and her goals?”


    Charlie considered it and shook his head. “Some of them are some of those things, but all? Maybe two of them fit that description.”


    “Thus, my opinion.” Rico stayed in the boy’s recent memories. He lingered on the vision of Tonya training in the sunlight, sighing.


    Charlie nodded. “She feels the same way about you, but don’t be fooled by the sadness. Safe Haven is fine. My mom just has-”


    “A shield over the island.” Rico already knew. He shrugged at Charlie’s curious look. “That island is one of my favorite places to dream walk. It’s like watching the world’s most inclusive TV show. It has everything.”


    Charlie chuckled. “I think that’s the vibe my mom’s going for.”


    “She does well with so many overinflated balls to juggle.”


    Charlie laughed. “Agreed.”


    “And yet, you’re rebelling.”


    Charlie’s face lost all warmth.


    Rico shrugged. “I didn’t have a rebellious phase, so perhaps I’m not the correct ear for your reasons. I had no room to be insubordinate. It would have gotten me killed and that was something I worked sau hard to avoid.”


    Charlie sensed Rico might be able to understand him. He hadn’t grown up in a lab, but he had been tortured in ways and lived in almost constant fear of Kenny. “I might talk to you about it, later.”


    “After I tell you how to safely reunite that crazy whore with her sweet baby?”


    Charlie relaxed, leaning away from the heat of the fire. He was more than warm enough. “I’m rebelling because she didn’t put in that effort on me. She spends months working on my dad or Adrian or that damn camp, but I’m an afterthought. I’m her son, and she has no time for me!”


    Rico gently pushed deeper into Charlie’s mind. He quickly found what he needed. “Look at these three moments and reconsider that view.”


    Charlie remained open and hopeful instead of letting the bitterness block his receptors. He wanted to make peace with his parents if it was possible.


    “Wade arranged a great match for you with the woman you now trust to care for your child while you are away.” Rico opened his kit and took out a can of mixed vegetables and an opener. “That came from your mother. She told Wade exactly what you needed, down to the order you needed it in.”


    Charlie took the can and opener when Rico held them out. “How do you know that?”


    “Because while Wade is good at romance and sex, he has nee experience making matches for others. He’d never done it, even once, but he scored a perfect shot with you and Ellie? The odds are strongly against that.”


    Charlie opened the can and drained it next to the fire. “The second one?”


    “The manhood quest she sent you on before Safe Haven set sail. That changed things for you, made you dangerous, stronger, capable of surviving on your own. And it gave you hope for the future. She sent you away from her protection to give you what you needed.”


    Charlie flipped the meat again, mixing it with the vegetables. His voice was cool. “And the third?”


    “You’re here, while she is thousands of miles away. She knew this discussion would happen. She knows you’ll have talks with the Mitchel, with Tonya, with Greg. She didn’t send you out here to die, boy. She sent you out here to live.”


    Charlie still couldn’t accept it. “I’m angry with her all the time now. She waited until after the war to be like this. She let him hurt us for years! All to save the strangers, but not herself, not her son.” Charlie delivered a low blow that he would never say to her. “She sacrificed two of her kids to those strangers. She loves them enough to die for them. Why not me?”


    Rico took out a bottle of wine and two glasses from his kit. He wiped the dust from them as he spoke. “Do you think it is okay to kill one person to save 10?”


    “No.” Like many of Angela’s leaders and Council, Charlie couldn’t be manipulated that way anymore. “There always has to be another choice.”


    “What if all of the other choices are worse?”


    Charlie looked over. “Were they?”


    Rico nodded. “Only those who have been in an abusive relationship can fully understand the fear and emotional control that keeps women in them, but your mother had other pressures making her choices even harder. If she’d fought back sooner, you would have been the sacrifice. If Kenn hadn’t killed you both, the government would have taken you to a lab to keep her under control. I know it. I lived that life for most of my years on this planet. Sometimes the ugliest choice is the only one that gives a future to those we love the most. Your mother adores you more than any other, living or dead.”


    Charlie glanced over his shoulder and sneered at the shadows that were coming closer. The smell of cooking meat and free men was too strong to resist. He looked back at Rico. “Why didn’t she put a stop to me and Tracy before it got bad?”


    “I believe you threatened to run away.” Rico withdrew from Charlie’s mind. “You would have followed through. Then you would have lost Tracy to the apocalypse, along with your son. That guilt would have taken your life. It was another ugly choice with a result that was bad but tolerable in comparison.”


    Charlie was encouraged by the small bits of relief and warmth that were starting to thaw that icy wall between him and his mom. “She really was the mastermind.”


    “I suspect so. After living with Ivan, I can safely say he is not smart enough to have done this on his own. Sadly, the same is true of your father. They are both brawn, not brains. Without Angela’s nudge, that child would have died. Letting people think she desired Ivan was a small price to pay in her thoughts, I would imagine.”


    Charlie didn’t allow the full relief to settle in yet. He couldn’t. He’d been upset for too long. He did stand up and lift a brow. “Together?”


    “Yes. Hunting alone is boring.” Rico sat the wine bottle in the dirt next to the glasses. “Even split or quickest killer?”


    Charlie liked a challenge. “Total number, with the winner getting the final drink in that bottle. Hands only.”


    Rico smiled. “Our time together will be fun.”


    “I think so too.” Charlie felt the odd threats back off to let the human ones come closer, as if Nature had told the monsters not to harm the infected women. “They’re spreading it, so they’re safe.”


    “Only when males are around. We become the main targets then, but Nature doesn’t spare the women when she’s short on nuts to roast.” Rico looked at the drained bodies again. Charlie didn’t have a scratch from it. “There are other options that are more suited to the talents of two Reichers.”


    Charlie immediately nodded. “My mom will be happy that we’re clearing out the creatures Nature unleashed.”


    “That’s why I’m doing it here and not in my homeland.”


    “She’ll reward you for that.”


    “I need nee reward other than to make her happy.”


    “Because she’s giving you Tonya.”


    “Because your mother is worthy of my respect.” Rico shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt that she’s going to remove an obstacle to my heart’s desire.”


    Rico gave him a knowing glance. “We will both be happy with that, yes?”


    “And then some.” Charlie turned to face the shadowy intruders who were now approaching the camp with quick steps and no attempts to hide the attack. “Come on in. There’s enough of us to go around.”


    Rico laughed.


    The six bulky, rage-infected women didn’t. They ran at the two males in furious need.


    So far, every female Charlie had seen since they landed had been doomed with the rage illness. These females were deep into stage two.


    Without planning it, both Reichers allowed their demon forms to come through. Claws reached out to greet the women, who now tried to flee as self-preservation managed to overcome rage.


    Rico ripped out throats of two with just two powerful swipes.


    Charlie gutted one and was grabbed by another because he didn’t seem like as much of a threat. He slammed his elbow into the woman’s chin and then brought his left arm in to grab her around the neck. Charlie pulled her down while bringing his right knee up to pin her, closing the deal by sinking his teeth into her throat.


    The other two women fled back into the darkness.


    Charlie let go of the body, scanned their kills, and shrugged. “Tie.”


    Rico was staring in fond memory. “You learned that move from your father.”


    Charlie didn’t bother wiping the blood off of his face. He could feel something else coming toward the firelight and the scent of decay that was hanging over the campsite. “I stole it from his memories.”


    “Will you show me something you got from your mother?”


    Charlie lifted his hands. “I hope well done is okay.”


    Rico laughed in delight as the boy sent out a burst of flames and burned the next intruder alive. He was fearless and ruthless, two things that ran deep in their family line. Charlie also seemed to have inherited the brutal intelligence and cold anger. It was a powerful combination that Rico was thrilled to be related to.


    “I’m winning now, you know.”


    Rico laughed again as he joined in, using the gifts that had grown since he left Safe Haven. For him, this was welcome because it was something different than just surviving or hunting. He was with family.


    For Charlie, it was a release from always being the perfect parent, from controlling himself in front of the normals, from hiding how he really felt deep inside.


    Charlie and Rico tossed out flames at the same time. They ducked the net at the same time. They rolled in perfect unison and rose at the same speed, claws coming out to disembowel the few women who weren’t already bleeding or burning. They were kicked and shoved, punched and slapped, but never threatened. They’d survived too many horrors for reckless bounty hunters to be a challenge.


     


     


    2


    An hour later, the bloody, bruised males had finished the meal and were passing the wine bottle while watching the moon above them.


    Neither of them had been scratched or injured, but neither of them cared if they were. The Reicher line was immune to most of what could be caught from someone else, except for madness. They were very susceptible to that.


    Charlie thought about returning to Tonya’s group and swallowed another drink of the once-expensive wine instead. “I don’t want to go back yet.”


    Rico waved the boy to finish it when Charlie held out the bottle. “Do you have to?”


    Charlie shrugged, slightly drunk and still stressed. “If I don’t, I’ll go talk to Tracy, and that won’t end well. I should let her go to the UN and die. That was her destiny all along. I saved her from it, but I didn’t change it.”


    Rico shrugged. “We’ll hunt for a few days or a week. Tonya’s run will be ongoing. You can return to her before she challenges the UN, and then you can be part of that battle and save your gold digger once again. Along the way, I will tell you what unspeakable torture you would have to apply to break her mind and reshape it into what you think your son needs.”


    Charlie downed the remainder of the bottle. He didn’t know if he’d won the tally in their battle, and he didn’t care. All of the women who’d come in tonight had either been slavers or bounty hunters who wanted to sell them to slavers. He was just glad they were dead. Charlie dropped the bottle and looked over. “What about you?”


    Rico was trying not to think about Tonya being so close. “I will escort you, if you wish, and hunt with you, but I will not go to her unless she calls. She is not free, and I am not a Mitchel.”


    An awful feeling swept over the camp, bringing both of them to full alertness in seconds. This wasn’t slavers or bounty hunters. This was something they couldn’t fight because they were too far away.


    “Shit!” Charlie grabbed his kit and took off running toward the ocean.


    Rico was on his heels.


    The males flew through the darkness on swift feet, hearts pounding, alcohol effects fading under the relentless push of adrenaline.


    The water came into view.


    The ship was there, lit by the moon. They didn’t see anyone on the top deck except for a shadow in the bridge, who they both assumed was the captain.


    “Grant!” Charlie ran faster, feeling death all around them now. “Get them off the ship!”


    That shadow in the bridge didn’t respond or even move.


    Rico propelled himself along faster and passed Charlie.


    As they reached the dock, leaping onto it, a creaking sound echoed. The air shifted, warming and then thinning.


    Rico recognized the reaction for what it was. He used his momentum to drop and roll.


    Charlie couldn’t stop. He was moving too fast. He tripped over Rico’s rolling body and fell, slamming into the rotting wood of the dock.


    Rico grabbed Charlie’s arm to keep him from rising. He held the boy down and shut his eyes.


    A second later, the ship exploded, lighting up the sky for miles.


     


    Slavers, bounty hunters, scavengers, thieves, and monsters turned toward the scene.


    And in the distance, sitting atop a hill on horseback, a party of UN enforcers began tracking them all.
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    Book 27


    Facing Ghosts
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