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Far And Near

We didn’t know what to expect,
Upon our arrival.

We’d been through so much.
All we wanted was survival.

The island was beautiful,

A haven for all.

Then the ugliness came,
Putting our backs to the wall.

Our teams did the fighting.

They cleared the ground without fail.
Traumatized,

Not all lived to tell the tale.

We were attacked repeatedly.
Eagles took each blow.
Ancient threads glowed bright;
And now we know...

She can be hurt.

She can be defeated.

If we all stand together,
The war won’t be repeated.

If we keep dividing,
We’ll go into hiding.



Freedom will disappear,
Destroying the future far and near.



Chapter One
That’s Not Good Enough

Pitcairn Island
January 24th

1

Angela shoved the oar at Charlie, sliding

over. His fear for Tracy would lend him strength.
The smoke coming from the cruise ship wasn’t
slowing, but those two explosions were all they’d
heard. Angela was grateful Courtney hadn’t taken
a rifle instead.

“How did this happen?” Marc wanted to know
how Courtney had pulled it off. “We keep the
weapons room locked!”

Angela’s anger rose another notch. “She stole
the keys from Peter while he was sleeping on
duty.”

“He’s out of the Eagles!”

Angela nodded. “She covered her thoughts
like we’ve accidentally taught all the normals to
do. Kenn’s rejection flipped her.”

“She has to die, Angie.”

Angela spotted a tiny speck of color in the
water and concentrated. Bring her to me.

The ocean shifted against them. It made the
rowing men work harder, but they didn’t protest.



The waves rose; the water pulled an orange
piece of debris toward them.

“That’s Courtney!”

Angela ignored Conner’s shout. She glowered
at the panicking woman now trying to swim away
from them. She considered all the options as she
waited for the waves to bring Courtney closer.

“No!” Courtney flailed as she neared the
lifeboat of furious people. Water sloshed over her
face, sapping her strength.

“Anchor me!” Angela lunged over the side.

Marc grabbed her ankle to keep her from going
all the way over, approving when she snatched
Courtney’s hair and shoved the terrified woman
under the water.

Angela held her there, rage burning. She felt
Courtney go limp and pulled on the mass of soggy
hair.

Marc and Conner got Courtney into the boat,
expecting a body.

Courtney coughed up water, rolling over.

Angela grabbed her hair again and slammed
the woman’s face into the wooden bench seat.
Then she did it again. Blood and screams spewed
as Courtney’s nose broke.

The men kept rowing, approving when she did
it a third time.

Angela stopped as Courtney sagged. She
didn’t care about the blood or the baby now. She
leaned back and began gathering energy so she
would be able to help their injured people. She



regarded Greg with smoldering eyes. “Take her to
the beach; look after the kids and our captain.”

Greg nodded. He wanted to go with Angela,
but he knew better than to argue.

Angela inspected their ship, grateful to see it
wasn’t sinking or tilting to the side. She leapt up
and grabbed the ladder as soon as it came into
reach.

Greg waited until they were all out of the
lifeboat, then used an oar to push away. He sat on
the center bench to row, anger blazing. He watched
Courtney for signs that she was waking. If she did,
he had a boot ready to kick her back into the
darkness. He didn’t know why Angela hadn’t
killed her, but he suspected Courtney was going to
wish she had.

Angela waved Marc toward the bridge.
“Connect Grant and Shawn; get me a damage
report.”

Marc hurried to the bridge.

Ivan stayed on Angela’s heels as she ran down
into the ship. Smoke enveloped them.

Charlie and Conner stayed behind lvan as he
followed her, both trying to connect to their loved
ones.

A crush of bodies fought against Angela and
the others as they tried to get below. “Go to the top
deck and wait for orders!” Angela shoved her way
through, not answering their cries or shouts. Many
of the people were soaked, telling her the sprinkler
system had activated.



Angela skipped the elevator and flew down the
steps. They had no way to know if the elevators
were safe. She shoved into an employee hall as
more soaked, coughing, crying people flooded
toward the top deck, filling the hallways and stairs.

“Can we get the windows open?” Ivan’s throat
was already itching from the smoke.

“Not until we make sure the fire’s out.” Angela
ran faster, feeling panic now. “We have injuries. |
want all of you on that.”

Charlie’s heart evened out as Tracy finally
answered. “Tracy’s in the mess, with Candy. Most
of our people are going there.”

Conner let out a breath. “Thanks.” He hadn’t
gotten an answer. He didn’t have a full physical
bond yet to rely on.

Angela shoved against the employee door to
the lab hallway. The charred, cracked barrier
crumbled under the pressure, spilling her into
chaos.

“I’'m out!” Kenn strained, body starting to
wither as he knelt next to Tonya. “Help me!”

“Jenny! Stay with me!” Kyle struggled to push
healing light into Jennifer’s bleeding body.

“One each!” Angela directed Charlie and
Conner toward the women. “Ivan, help the
medics.” All three medics were down.

Angela went to Leeann, who was lying near
the stairs. She shot a thin stream of healing energy
at the girl, aware of the mother cat howling. She



didn’t spare energy on the two motionless kittens.
Nothing would bring them back now.

Leeann opened her eyes and began to cry.

Angela joined lvan, helping the medics while
scanning the damage. Jayda and Debra had shields
over the two fires, smothering them. One was in
the lab. The other was at the entrance to the
infirmary. Both of the fires were almost out, but
the shields were full of smoke that would finish
filling this hallway as soon as they were lowered.

Eagles arrived with fresh extinguishers and
began spraying the tiny sparks and smoldering
debris around the edges of the shields.

“Let go!” Neil sprayed at the base of the fire
by the infirmary as the two women let go of their
shields. Wade sprayed the lab flames. Thick
smoke filled the hallway.

Charlie used his wind gift to push the smoke
up the stairs.

“Check for more fires!” Angela caught Ray
and Daryl. “Then get all the windows open.”

The two men hurried off.

“Angela!” Kenn bellowed through the noise.
“I need you!”

Angela left the medics in Ivan’s hands and
hurried to Kenn.

Blood was pooling around Tonya’s legs. Kenn
looked up in desperation. “I can’t stop it!”

Charlie shook his head. “Me either.”

Angela paled. “I don’t have a lifeforce to
give.” She ran names through her mind. “Conner!”



Conner shoved up from Jennifer, ignoring
Kyle’s growl. He staggered over to Tonya and
began bringing up a lifeforce.

Jennifer coughed, rolling over to breathe as
smoke tried to refill her lungs.

Kyle gathered her into his arms and took her to
the employee hall so she could get a clear breath.
“Jenny! Are you okay?”

Jennifer groaned. “I think so.” She examined
her body, lids shutting against tears as she felt the
belly bump. 7 haven 't lost the baby. “Thank you!”

“Thank Conner. He stopped the bleeding and
healed your burns.” Kyle sat her in a dusty chair
and leaned against the wall, body weakened. He’d
drained himself trying to save her.

“Give her another one!”

“It won’t help!”

Kyle listened to Kenn and Conner, hoping they
could save Tonya.

“What happened?” Jennifer coughed out more
smoke.

Fresh rage flew through Kyle. “Someone blew
up the lab. You were hit in the blast.”

Jennifer stiffened. “Tonya was in front of me!”

Kyle nodded angrily. “She’s in trouble.”

In the hallway, Angela and Conner strained to
heal Tonya, but blood kept pouring from the
lacerations. Glass from the lab had impaled her in
the neck, stomach, and chest. Angela understood
they weren’t going to be able to stop her labor.
“Concentrate on the wounds!” Most of Tonya’s



body was cut or burnt. “Jayda! We need a
stretcher! And an incubator!”

Jayda hurried into the heavily damaged
infirmary, hoping the ones they’d used for
Samantha’s babies were okay. Glass crunched
under her feet.

She found one still in the far corner. “It’s
okay!”

Ed picked it up, coughing lightly. “Where do |
take it?”

Jayda pointed. “The office at the end of the
hall!” That office had only suffered damage to the
outer walls and door.

Jayda hefted the stretcher and ran by the
medics who were slowly recovering with Ivan’s
help. He was healing all three of them at once.

Marc hurried toward Angela, anger growing at
the sight of their injured people and the damage.
The lab was a total loss, and most of the infirmary
was destroyed. Marc joined Angela and Conner.
“Shawn says it’s just this part of the ship. None of
the monitors are showing any other damage, but he
wants Grant to verify things are okay.”

“Later.” Angela leaned out of the way as Jayda
and Ed sat the stretcher next to them.

Marc helped Kenn get Tonya’s bleeding body
onto it. He sent strong blasts of healing energy as
they worked.

The two volunteers lifted it and took her into
the office at the end of the hall.



“You can’t stop it, can you?!” Kenn was
panicking. “Who did this?!”

Angela didn’t hide her thoughts. She was too
angry and already getting tired. “Courtney.”

Mutters and gasps went through the witnesses.

Kenn punched a charred wall. “Damn her!”

Angela went into the office, shoving her
sleeves up. “We have to help Tonya. She’s giving
birth.”

Kyle came to the employee door. He gestured
to the gawking Eagles. “Do a complete
walkthrough.”

Angela knelt between Tonya’s legs, glad the
redhead’s injuries were finally healing. Marc’s
power was doing more than hers or Conner’s had.

Marc didn’t stop until every burn and scratch
was gone, but there was nothing he could do to
stop Tonya’s labor.

Jayda hurried in with more equipment from the
infirmary. She plugged the incubator in and
opened packages, mind flying. Courtney’s
betrayal was a shock. “Will there be a trial?”

“Not now.” Angela put a hand on Tonya’s
rock-hard stomach. “Tonya? Honey, wake up. |
need your help.”

Kenn held Tonya’s hand, fury growing. “I
want Courtney executed when she’s captured.”

Marc agreed. “She was already caught. We’ll
handle it.”

Kenn glared at Angela. “Fry her.”



Angela concentrated on the baby that was
starting to emerge. “Save your energy. If its lungs
aren’t ready, we have to try to help.”

Tonya screamed as she woke, pushing.

Angela caught the tiny bundle in one hand. Her
heart thumped when it didn’t move.

Ed handed her the nasal aspirator.

Angela quickly sucked out the fluids to clear
the baby’s mouth and nose. She took the blanket
Ed shoved at her and began gently rubbing the tiny
infant.

The baby twitched.

Everyone with energy left directed it at the
little boy, all praying for him to cry.

Tonya screamed again as the placenta passed,
but she held out her hands. “Give him to me!”

Angela handed the child over, hating the limits
of her power.

Tonya instinctively nuzzled the baby.
“Momma’s here. Talk to me!”

The baby’s skin began to warm; it turned red
and flinched. A weak wail came from its lips.

People cheered and clapped.

Tonya fought the pain and fear to keep
encouraging her newborn. “Breathe! Let me hear
those lungs.”

The baby gave another weak cry, fists
clenching.

Tonya smiled through the tears. “That’s my
boy.”



Angela cut the cord and tied it off as Jayda
pushed the incubator closer.

Kenn gently took the boy and placed him in the
machine that would help him breathe and keep him
warm.

Ed used light fingers to attach the oxygen
cannula to the preemie’s nose. He’d studied this
part for Samantha’s delivery. He refused to think
about his brief moment of asking Courtney to
dinner. It didn’t happen!

Kenn increased the heat, mindful of the
warnings about descendant children needing extra
warmth.

Angela worked on Tonya. “She’s bleeding too
much.”

Marc directed the last of his energy toward the
redhead, determined to save her too.

Peter rushed into the office and put a hand on
Marc’s shoulder. He’d just found out who was
injured.

Bright streams of energy flew into Tonya.

Angela sighed in relief. “It’s slowing. Keep
going.”

Gabe heard Kenn’s mental shouts. He ran in
and joined Peter in sharing energy.

Both men stared at Tonya in horror. Even with
the healing, it was obvious she was on the edge of
death.

Angela massaged the uterus to contract it and
help slow the bleeding. She packed towels



between Tonya’s legs, then checked her pulse. It
was there, but weak.

Kenn took Tonya’s hand. “Come on! You can
beat this!”

Tonya’s lashes fluttered and shut.

Kenn leaned down. “Tonya! Wake up right
now!”

Tonya’s lids flew open. “Hate it...when you
yell at me.”

Kenn grinned through his fear. “Stay awake.
Keep fighting.”

“We need blood.” Angela grabbed a needle
setup from the kit Ed had brought in and ripped it
open. “Conner!”

Conner knelt so Angela could stick him.

Tonya shivered as cold waves filled her limbs.
“The baby!”

“He’s breathing and his color is starting to look
good.” Jayda was staying by the incubator.

Tonya shivered harder.

Angela shoved the needle into Tonya’s arm.
“Clench your fists, Conner. The blood will flow
faster.”

Ed went into the damaged infirmary, searching
for their coolers. He retrieved a bag of blood that
was O Negative, a universal type. Then he started
digging though the mess for another IV setup.
When Conner ran low, he wanted to be ready.

Tonya tried to focus on Angela. “Will you...”

Angela checked her pulse again. “It would be
my honor. What’s his name?”



“Kenneth Adrian Harrison.”

Angela immediately went to the incubator and
inspected the infant with the last of her energy.
Dark blue light sank into the crying boy.

“Thank you...” Tonya’s head fell to the side as
her lids shut.

“No!” Kenn drew on his reserve and his
demon. Save her!

You can only do this once. Are you sure,
Master?

Do it now!

Blinding light filled the room.

Angela stumbled out into the hall, proud of
Kenn.

Charlie pushed by her and went to help.

People came to Angela, offering energy and
anger.

“Who did this?!”

“Why did this happen?”

Angela sucked in the energy, leaning against
the wall. “I want you all on the top deck for fresh
air.”

Most of the crowd in the hall went toward the
steps.

The three medics stayed sitting along the wall,
still injured. Ivan’s power had healed the glass
wounds and many of the burns, but not all of them.
He’d refused to drain himself in case Angela
needed it.



Pam pushed through the crowd and ran to
Morgan. She used their mate connection to share
energy and finish healing his wounds.

Morgan put a hand on Harry’s leg and Terry’s
arm. “See if we can share. The others are all out or
about drained now.”

Pam pushed more energy; bright light flowed
through Morgan’s link and into the two grateful
medics.

Ivan came over and put a hand on Angela’s
wrist, able to feel her need. He helped her up the
stairs, keeping people from shoving her or
bumping into her. He knew what was about to
happen. He approved completely. She deserves it,
Boss. Don’t you dare feel bad.

Angela connected the entire hive as she
reached the top deck. It was the first time she’d
ever done it with all of them.

On every level of the ship, people stopped,
turning toward her.

On the beach, Greg and Trinity rotated toward
the ship. So did Cate and Cody.

Grant observed in concern, not sure what was
happening. Courtney’s bloody body was on the
ground near his feet. She hadn’t woken yet.

All of the descendants on the beach nodded at
Angela’s single mental question.

“Guilty,” echoed from them at the same time.
They retreated from Courtney.

Greg tugged on Grant’s arm, pulling him back.
“You may not want to watch this.”



Grant figured it out next. “She earned
whatever she gets.”

Angela fired a mixture of Cate’s death spell
that she’d copied, combined with her fiery fury.

Flames shot through the air and zeroed in on
Courtney. They slammed into the unconscious
woman.

Courtney woke up screaming as fire covered
her from head to toe.

Angela’s fury lifted the woman into the air so
even those on the top deck of the ship could watch
her burn.

Courtney’s shrieks filled every mind.

Most of them listened in satisfaction. The
sound of justice was sweet.

In the office near the infirmary, Marc glared at
Peter. “She stole your keys while you were
sleeping on duty. You’re out of the Eagles!”

Kenn looked over, icy rage filling him as Peter
stared in horror. “That’s not good enough.”

Kenn drew his gun and shot Peter in the head.

2
On the beach, Adrian came from the tall grass
to handle the body. Courtney hadn’t lasted long,
but the smell of burning flesh was awful and they
needed to be careful not to set their island on fire.
He began kicking dirt over it.
Trinity stayed next to the quiet twins.



Greg joined Adrian, but he stayed focused on
the ship. “Was that a gunshot?”

Adrian nodded. “They’re handling it.”

Greg frowned. “You still have a link to
Angela.”

“No, to Marc.” Adrian kicked more dirt over
the smoldering pile. “Kenn shot an Eagle for
dereliction of duty. Marc isn’t sure if he should let
it go or arrest Kenn for it.”

Greg was relieved Angela wasn’t involved.
“You had us remove them sometimes, if the
offense was bad enough.”

Adrian gently took ahold of a hot ankle and
tugged, hoping it didn’t rip apart. “Marc believes
Peter deserved it, but he doesn’t want people to
think it’s okay to kill whenever they feel like it.”

“It’s not, but Kenn is an Eagle. We have more
authority.” Greg wasn’t surprised it had been
Peter, though he was curious what price Kenn
would pay for it. Greg helped Adrian drag the
reeking corpse toward the water. The animals
would get a crispy meal this time.

“He’s about to...” Adrian turned toward the
ship as Marc put out a call to the hive this time.

Greg observed, longing to be connected. One
more week!

“Agreed.” Adrian came out of the daze, glad
Marc had handled it that way. “They all agreed he
was right to do it. Kenn’s off the hook with Marc.”
Adrian retreated, watching the water start tugging



on the body; small flares of steam rolled up at the
contact. “I hear you’re going to be one of us.”

Greg scowled. “Who told you? No one’s
supposed to know.”

Adrian regarded his former Eagle. “It’s in your
mind, loud and clear. Shut that down or you’ll lose
it before you get it.”

Greg nodded curtly. “I will.” He cleared his
throat. “Well?”

Adrian shrugged. “I have no issues with it, but
my opinion doesn’t count for much anymore.”

“It does to me, and to the boss.”

Adrian didn’t answer. He walked into the tall
grass and vanished.

Greg scanned the people on the beach, not sure
what he should do now.

The weeds parted near him. Dog came flying
onto the beach. Can’t leave you humans alone at
all! He went to Greg and peered up. I'm ready to
help.

Greg blinked at the clear communication. Dog
didn’t usually speak to him.

Grant gestured. “I need to return to the ship.”

Greg slowly acquiesced. “We all do.” He
waved. “Get in the lifeboat. The boss needs us.”

No one argued, but the adults dreaded seeing
the damage Courtney had caused. The kids were
happy they’d gotten to come to the island for a
little while, but they were also disappointed the
wedding hadn’t been finished.



Cody patted Cate’s arm as she settled next to
him in the boat. “We’ll try again when things calm
down.”

Cate smiled. “Good. I like her.”

Cody chuckled. “So does Daddy.”

Grant slid in next to the twins as Dog leapt into
the center of the boat and Trinity took the end.
“You guys say the word and we’ll do it right then.
Everyone wants them together.”

Greg waited to feel jealousy at that statement.
When nothing came, he let out a breath. | made the
right choice to let them charm me. | hope it holds
forever.

3

“That isn’t going to hold much longer.” Theo
gently probed the charred, flaking wall next to the
lab. “I suggest tearing it out so it doesn’t collapse
when someone leans against it.”

“I agree. What else?” Angela ignored the
mess, the noise, and the lingering smoke in the air
as she and Theo examined the damage. It had only
been an hour; not all the smoke had cleared vyet,
and the mother cat was still letting out eerie howls.
Marc and most of the others were walking the ship
to check for more explosives that hadn’t gone off
yet. Ivan was ten feet away, watching everyone
who came near this hall with suspicion.



“We should take out the entire lab structure.
The infirmary can be repaired.” Theo stopped to
make notes in his book.

Angela waited, slowly recovering her energy.
All around them, people were cleaning up the
debris while stealing looks into the office where
Tonya was resting next to the incubator. Morgan
was in the chair next to them. Kenn was leaning
against the rear wall of that office, glowering at
anyone who dared to come inside.

The cleaning crew had removed Peter’s body
and was now attempting to scrub his brain from the
door. Despite Marc getting a consensus that she
should excuse his action, Angela hadn’t made a
final choice yet.

Kenn felt it. He was tense as he waited for her
decision.

Angela entered the infirmary, aware of the
weary, weak medics gathering the supplies they
deemed could be saved. Camp members had come
to help. The infirmary was full of people, but none
of them spoke or smiled. Everyone was upset
about what had happened. So am I. | should have
known this was coming. | could have prevented
this tragedy.

Jennifer appeared, face and arms still streaked
in ashes and blood. “Where do you want me?”

Angela pointed. “In that chair with a pen and
paper. The medics will call out items we need
brought up from the cargo bay to replace what we



lost here. As soon as I recover, you’ll get another
healing session. So will the medics.”

“Okay.” Jennifer went to the chair and eased
down, hurting. She’d been healed, but that hadn’t
removed the soreness or the aching lungs from all
the smoke.

Kyle gave Angela a nod of approval as he went
by the destroyed infirmary on rounds. He didn’t
look into the office at Kenn, but he planned to
speak in support of the man if Angela decided he
should be punished. I would have done it too if I'd
been close enough.

Angela caught the thought. She sighed.
Punishing Kenn would backfire. Everyone thought
he’d done the right thing. And Peter knew not to
slack off on duty. Angela wanted to let it go. It
wasn’t like everyone was going to start executing
people for minor crimes. Peter’s mistake had been
huge. But Kenn has to tell Tonya. I won't do that,
and I doubt she’ll be as forgiving as the rest of us.

Angela knew Tonya had hidden feelings for
Peter. She hadn’t been sure what kind of feelings
they were, but she’d recognized their spark. She’d
been proud of the redhead for never giving in. Now
that Peter was dead, those feelings might come out.

Kenn was monitoring Angela for a clue to how
she was going to handle him. As he caught her
thought, Tonya’s lashes fluttered and she groaned.

Kenn sighed. It doesn’t matter if Tonya hates
me for it. I'd do it again in a heartbeat. He’s no
longer here to endanger her or anyone else.



4

“She missed the vital areas of the ship.” Grant
recorded numbers on his clipboard, heart finally
easing into a normal rhythm. “We got lucky.”

“I still don’t understand why she did it.” Ray
had been sent to guard the bridge, by Marc. He
hadn’t argued despite the drama over mates
guarding mates.

“I heard Kenn told her no about leaving
Tonya.” Grant shook his head in disgust. “Like
that was ever going to happen.”

Ray didn’t mention the past, but he couldn’t
help thinking about it. Kenn had been a giant
asshole a year ago. Back then, he might have tried
to keep both women through force, while still
pursuing Angela. Ray was proud of the Marine for
his strength to change.

Grant sensed it. He glanced over.

Ray refused to apologize or explain how he
felt. It wasn’t love or even attraction. It’s respect.
Kenn earned it through hard work. And he saved
my life at least once. I owe him a little
consideration.

Grant sighed, returning to his clipboard and
numbers. “When they come for an update, you can
tell them we’re fine. Theo and his crew are already
drafting plans to fix the damage.”

“Theo’s solid.” Ray scanned the island that
was waiting for them. He wanted to walk on land



so much he could almost feel it under his boots.
Ray kept his expression blank and acted like an
Eagle. | want the same respect Kenn has. | have to
keep earning it.

Grant wanted to know what Ray was thinking,
but now wasn’t a good time to be caught digging
for personal information. He was surprised Marc
had sent Ray up here. He was also happy. Ray
made him feel safer.

Both men turned as the elevator dinged.

Wade stepped out, nodding to Ray. “I’m your
relief now that the threat’s over.”

Ray moved toward the steps. “Where do they
want me?”’

“In the damage zone. Everyone down there
needs a break. Boss said to pick the one who looks
the most exhausted and switch out.”

Ray went down the steps and vanished into the
ship.

Grant felt Wade’s sharp eyes go over him, the
bridge, and settle onto the deck below for a
complete sweep before lifting to the island. Grant
relaxed a little more. Wade also made him feel
safe. Most of the Eagles do. It’s nice. I hope
Courtney is our last traitor.

Wade nodded but didn’t speak. He was
furious, and feeling guilty because he was glad it
hadn’t hit Samantha and her newborns.

On the deck below, Panaji and the fishing crew
pulled up the lines they’d had in the water
overnight. They were all full and the fish appeared



healthy, but they still began running tests to
confirm it. The fish would all go to the cooks as
long as they tested negative.

Wade kept track of their expressions as he
stood watch, curious about the results. He was glad
when the fishing crew all relaxed or smiled. They
didn’t need any new problems right now. Clearing
the island and setting up a base camp would take
all of their concentration and energy, not to
mention rebuilding the lab and infirmary.

Wade scanned the ships around them. | wonder
if we can use one of the labs or infirmaries on
those ships. He didn’t think those would be better
equipped, but it would be a while before theirs was
ready again and they had people who needed real
medical care now. Wade made a mental note to
mention it to the boss. Angela might have already
considered it, but he wanted to be sure. The guilt
he felt over his involvement with Courtney would
now be with him forever. He had to do everything
he could to make up for it.

Wade thought of Samantha sitting in the
crowded mess with Charlie and Tracy. The
teenager was on a break; no one had argued when
he chose to spend it with Tracy. Wade liked him
being close to Samantha and the boys, who were
being passed around the room right now. The
camp was easily distracted anyway, but newborn
twins were a novelty in Safe Haven.



Wade scanned the beach. He spotted the lump
in the water, heart clenching. I'm sorry I didn’t do
more to help her.

Grant felt the wave of regret. He guessed the
problem without a mental gift. “Let it go, Wade.
It’s over now.”

Wade shrugged. “Not for me.”

Grant hoped hearing the truth would snap
Wade out of his ugly thoughts. “She made her
choice. Just be glad she didn’t include Samantha
in the blast.”

“I am.” Wade did try to let it go and pay
attention to his duty. But I'll think about it again
later, I'm sure. He scanned the beach a last time
and then turned toward the ramp to keep track of
the people who were still coming up for fresh air.
| wish Adrian was here. Talking to him used to
make me feel better.

Wade sighed. But he also made his choice and
everyone was hurt in that blast. There’s no going

back.



Chapter Two

Walk The Line

1

(14
Why did Angela include Adrian in the

choice to execute Courtney?”

Jennifer regarded Trinity, who was gathering
the few sooty medical blankets that had survived
the fires. “Angela hates to remove any of our kind.
It feels disloyal to her. She wanted a complete
consensus.”

“But Courtney wasn’t one of us.”

“The baby was.”

“Oh.” Trinity stepped over blood drying to the
floor. The cleaning crew was on a break to recover
their stomachs after handling Peter’s body and the
mess. All of them had been green around the gills.
“Did anyone vote to spare Courtney?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Not that I heard. You’d
have to ask the boss to know for sure.”

Trinity made a face. “That won’t happen.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want her to think /’m disloyal.”

Jennifer leaned against the chair and smiled at
Conner as he went by with a fresh load of supplies.
“The boss wants us to have compassion, and to
question the things that happen. She knows blindly



following anyone, even her, is bad for our future.”
Jennifer swept the infirmary, unable to believe it
had been pristine just two hours ago. Smoke-
layered walls and debris-littered floors met her
gaze in reproach. The ship wasn’t happy with this
latest damage, but Tonya was too weak to
communicate.

“What do you think will happen to Kenn?”
Trinity hadn’t wanted to ask, but the desire to
know was bigger than the urge to mind her own
business. She was still shocked by the damage
down here. Almost nothing was salvageable, and
the smell of smoke was so strong it was turning her
stomach.

Jennifer stared at the office. Kenn was still
splattered in Peter’s blood, and anger. It oozed off
him in thick waves that were keeping everyone
tense and quiet. The rest of the ship was loud with
chatter and voices raised in anger at the latest
attack, but this hall was almost silent.

Jennifer was aware of Kenn listening to their
conversation; she refused to let him off the hook.
“It doesn’t look bad right now, but she may change
her mind and make an example of him. We don’t
need vigilante justice, even if the person deserved
it.”

Trinity shook out another blanket. “You
agree? Peter deserved to die.”

Jennifer yawned tiredly. “Doesn’t matter
now.”

“It does to me.”



Jennifer frowned at the sweaty, wrinkled
woman. “Why all these questions? And why ask
me?”

Trinity dropped the dirty blanket into the
industrial hamper Neil had sent up with the rookies
a little while ago. “You’re on the new council.”

“Ah. You want to know what laws we’re
making, and if any new ones might come from
this.”

Trinity nodded.

Jennifer shut her eyes and didn’t answer.

Trinity kept working. She wasn’t upset that
Jennifer didn’t want to talk or think about it right
NOW. But we can’t avoid it much longer. This will
make other people ask these questions too and we
need to have answers ready. They’re not going to
be satisfied with silence.

“Angela knows that.” Jennifer shifted in the
chair, spine starting to hurt. “I need to go lie
down.”

Kyle appeared in the charred doorway. “Boss
said you’re in the office next to Tonya so we can
watch you.”

When Jennifer got up and went toward that
room, Kyle kicked into full worry mode again.
Jennifer didn’t do anything without arguing. Kyle
hurried to get a cot so she could rest.

Conner put his load of supplies in Tonya’s
room, not looking at Kenn, then went to the next
office. He sat in the corner and rested his head on



his knees. Please don’t let Jennifer go into labor,
too. I'm not ready.

Kyle nodded. He felt the same way.

Jennifer eased onto the cot as soon as Kyle got
it set up, groaning.

Kyle’s heart thumped. “Try to relax; think
about how great it will be to get off this ship.” Kyle
covered her with a blanket. He wasn’t sure what
else to do.

Jennifer dropped into sleep quickly, body
relaxing.

Kyle stayed next to her cot and wished John
was still with them.

Kenn suddenly remembered the radio calls.
Damn it! He went to the exit. “Boss? You
around?”

Coming out of the elevator, Angela heard the
tone and sighed. “When?”

“A month, maybe less.”

Angela fit it into the timeline in her head, heart
thumping. So much for peace.

Kenn snorted. “We can’t even get that from
our own people.”

“True enough.” She leaned against the
blackened office wall, gaze going over the woman
on the cot and the incubator. “Go get your gear. I’ll
stay with them.”

Kenn hurried off even though he didn’t want
to be away from Tonya and his son for even a
minute. With his gear, he could crash right next to
them on the floor. He had enough survival



equipment to last for weeks if he had to. Angela
was making sure Tonya would be protected while
she got the ship covered and then went to clear the
island.

Kenn nodded at the well wishes and shock
from people about what had happened, but he
didn’t slow to talk. His mind kept showing
Tonya’s body being blasted toward him in the
explosion. It was easily the most horrifying thing
he’d ever witnessed. It will be in my dreams for the
rest of my life. Nothing will ever erase that feeling,
not even a charm.

Angela stayed in the office doorway, blocking
the view as Morgan did a fast exam without Kenn
hovering.

Tonya didn’t wake; the baby didn’t move.

Angela studied him, glad his breathing was
steady, but she didn’t like how still he was. She
carefully slid the incubator closer to Tonya’s cot.

Morgan nodded in relief. “It’s normal delivery
bleeding now. I think she’ll be okay.” Morgan
went to wash up. He yawned, sucking in the acidic
taste of smoke. He was used to long shifts and
short sleep now, but it still caught up to him once
in a while. He was anticipating a snooze in his
cabin, preferably with Pam. She was on the top
deck, helping other Eagles make sure everyone
was accounted for.

Angela placed Tonya’s hand through the
opening in the incubator so the redhead was
touching the baby.



The newborn immediately twitched toward the
contact.

Angela adjusted the blankets so Tonya’s arm
was supported and covered, then she returned to
the doorway to wait for Kenn. Two lives left us
today and one joined.

A long yowl caught her attention.

Angela sighed. Four lives. Thanks to Stanley,
the mother cat was now in a carrier with her
remaining kitten, but she wasn’t settling down.
Half her fur was singed off. Harry had tried to
sedate her and do a real exam, but he couldn’t get
close enough without being attacked. If not for
Stanley putting the bodies of the two kittens in the
carrier with the single survivor, the mother cat
would still be staggering this hallway, shedding
burnt fur and misery.

The male cat hadn’t been spotted since the
explosion. Dog was searching for him now. The
wolf’s howls upon finding out the cats had been
hurt had been awful. She’d given him the job of
finding the other tabby to get a break from the
noise.

Angela motioned at Stanley as the howls grew
louder. “Bring the cats in here.”

Stanley lifted the carrier warily, flinching at
the howls and claws swiping at him through the
gaps.

Angela took the carrier and sat it on the chair
by Tonya’s bed. “Go get something to eat. I'll call
you when I need you.”



Stanley left, eager for the break. He’d stayed
busy carrying supplies and cleaning areas after
Theo said it was safe to do so.

The mother cat’s yowls faded into low cries.

Angela sent a calming spell that allowed the
cat to quiet completely. It began to lick the
surviving Kitten.

Angela slowly opened the carrier and gently
removed the two little bodies.

Morgan came over with a bag and took them
from her.

Angela shut the carrier and wiped away tears.
All deaths hurt her, even the animal kind. It was
the one thing she still couldn’t handle without
crying. Each soul is precious to me. When that
changes, I’ll know my humanity really is gone.

2

“They’re gone. We can use the beach for a
little while.” Quinn was thrilled to be on the island.
His bruises and migraine didn’t matter. The breeze
was light and the sun beaming on his skin was
warm. It felt like a new beginning; he was eager to
extend that feeling. Even the sun-burnt weeds
around the cabin porch waved invitingly. All he
was missing was a strong cup of coffee and sex to
start the day.

Tommy kept digging in his kit. “I can’t find
my roll of toilet paper.”



Kendle stirred the fire to bring it back to life.
“Use leaves.”

Adrian rubbed his smooth skin, grimacing at
the nick. Sadie had shaved him with shaky hands
and a pounding pulse that had drawn his attention
repeatedly. He glanced at her now and found her
staring at his chest. His threadbare shirt allowed a
good view of his body.

Sadie blushed as she realized he’d caught her.

Adrian leered. He liked the attention.

Kendle rolled her eyes.

Tommy swept the landscape, enjoying the
cawing of birds and the sound of the water hitting
the shore. Now he was off ship, the ocean was
beautiful again.

Adrian sank down on the top step of the porch.
“I’m hungry. Who’s cooking first?”

Sadie made a face. “I’ll go last. I can watch
you guys.” Sadie had abandoned her worn jumper
for a pair of Adrian’s pants tied around her waist
with a vine. She’d cut off the top of the jumper and
kept it. They’d used the bottom half to start their
morning fire. That was now blazing back to life
under their mostly empty coffee pot.

Kendle thought of the storage space under the
cabin, heart hurting. Luke had kept clothes in
there, along with weapons and other gear he hadn’t
wanted cluttering the cabin that didn’t have much
shelf space. I'll get into it later and change clothes.
She glanced down. I can 't wear this forever. It has



a bullet hole in it and blood dried in layers. It was
also starting to stink.

Quinn frowned. “No one wants to walk on the
beach?”

Adrian grimaced. “You do realize it smells like
fried traitor right now?”

Quinn’s face fell. “I forgot.” He stomped into
the cabin and slammed the door.

“What do you see in him?” Sadie didn’t like
Quinn so far.

Kendle didn’t answer. She waved at the fire.
“You’ll cook first. Get the pot we used last night
and clean it. Then fill it with the water we boiled
this morning.”

Sadie scowled but didn’t argue.

Tommy held up a magazine. “You good for a
walk?”

Adrian nodded. He caught the magazine and
slid it into his gun. Peter’s gun. Adrian sighed at
the whisper, standing. Peter was another problem
he’d missed. It sucks that | only had a few months
of greatness.

Kendle began directing Sadie through a meal,
but she winced at Adrian’s thought. She hadn’t
been there, but even after all his betrayals, people
in Safe Haven still wanted to believe he could do
it again. It must have been amazing.

Tommy walked into the jungle without getting
distracted. Angela wanted them on the other side
of the island as soon as possible. Tommy wanted
to make sure that happened. If they got



comfortable at this cabin, they would put off
moving and then Marc would return as Angela’s
enforcer. Marc might not kill Adrian or Kendle,
but he and Quinn would be fair game.

Tommy took out the small map he’d copied
from the few going around the cruise ship. “We
should reach the ocean in an hour or less.”

Adrian laughed.

Tommy snickered as he realized why that was
funny. The ocean was an hour in any direction.
The island was small. “Fair enough.”

Adrian let Tommy lead, legs a bit shaky. They
didn’t like being on land even though they’d spent
most of their life there. His stomach was also
upset. “First stages of land sickness.” Adrian drank
from his canteen, hoping the water would hurry
things along.

Tommy didn’t mention his own issues with
that while they were in Port Stanley. “I don’t feel
it.”

Adrian’s voice was slightly bitter. “You’re
twenty years younger than [ am.”

Tommy grinned. “Yeah. It’s great.”

Adrian snorted. “You’ll get to see what it’s
like.”

Tommy shrugged, voice lowering. “Maybe, if
I live that long.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Well, some of my most recent choices point
to insanity.”



Adrian chuckled, nodding. “I get that.” He
sobered. “But I’m still grateful, and honored.”

Tommy didn’t respond to the blast of familiar
pleasure that he’d been craving for months. He
walked straight down the faint path... Path? There
haven'’t been people here for at least six months.
How is there a path at all?

Adrian felt Tommy’s tension and went into
full alert. “What is 1t?”

“Someone else is on this island.” Tommy
pointed at the path through the weeds that had
obviously been used recently.

Tommy tried not to get angry when Adrian
only shrugged. “You knew Kendle was lying.”

Adrian shook his head. “I suspected.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“Why didn’t you tell them you and Quinn were
jumping ship?”

Tommy sighed. “I didn’t want the drama of
anyone trying to talk me into staying, because it
didn’t matter; nothing was going to do that.”

“Same answer. I didn’t want Marc’s scorn or
disbelief, and it didn’t matter. We weren’t going to
change our minds and go somewhere else. | also
had faith that Angela suspected the lie as well.”

“She did, but Jennifer knew it for sure. She has
some odd connection to Kendle. She can get into
her dreams.”

Adrian realized Tommy didn’t know about
dream walking. He considered telling the man.



Angela’s frosty blue eyes popped into his
mind.

He grunted, obeying the unspoken order. She
didn’t want more descendants knowing that was
possible.

“She doesn’t trust us.” Tommy knew Adrian
was holding back something important, but he
didn’t dig for it. All our secrets come out in the
end. I'll find out when I need it.

Adrian smiled. He’d missed Tommy’s easy,
go-with-the-flow attitude.

Tommy stiffened as Adrian’s approval blasted
him again. “Don’t do that.” It made him feel guilty
now.

Adrian stepped by him. “I’'m going to be
myself now. People will get used to it, get over it,
or get pissed, but that’s not my problem anymore.”

If the old Adrian came back, it would cause
more drama. Tommy hoped it happened. If Angela
Is busy keeping Marc and Adrian from killing each
other, she won't have time to torment Kendle.

“What do you have planned for keeping
Kendle from doing the same to her?”

“Grieving process, sex, marriage, kids, and
then survival lessons.”

“That was fast.” Adrian lifted a brow. “Whose
kids?”

“Her own, of course.”

“Kendle can’t have kids. She was abused and
damaged.”



Tommy stepped over a snakeskin in the path,
mentally shuddering. “Marc healed her last
night...”

Adrian considered it, becoming curious. “Do
you know or hope?”

“Hope, but it’s also logic. They have an
amazing bond and he has amazing gifts.”

“Interesting.” Adrian liked having someone
smart to talk to. “What about her breaking his lock
so easily? Doesn’t that mean he’s not strong?”’

“I think their bond made it possible. I also
wonder if he pulled his punch at the last minute
because it was her.”

“I doubt either of those are true.”

Tommy slowed. “Why?”

“William told me locks on adults are almost
impossible. They never last.”

“But Marc didn’t lock her. He stripped her.”

“Did he? If that were true, her witch would
have been cast out.” Adrian tried to fight the
feeling of horror as he remembered Jennifer
yanking his free.

“Then he lied.”

“Yes.” Adrian swatted at a cloud of gnats as he
hurried through the small swarm. “To her, so she
wouldn’t try to break it. At least, that’s my
suspicion.”

“That makes sense.” Tommy was now more
sure he was right about Marc healing Kendle
completely. “He would know having a kid would
keep her busy.”



“True. And maybe even teach her to be kind
and let go of hatred for the good of her baby.”

“Interesting.”

Adrian inhaled deeply, loving the scent of
fresh earth that filled his nose. But it isn’'t home. It
doesn’t smell like America. “There are charms to
help with it.”

“No, thanks.” Tommy pointed at the edge of a
cliff coming into view. “Are we there already?”

“I don’t think so. It’s only been about fifteen
minutes.”

The two men approached the cliff alertly,
scanning the red clay walls lined in green foliage.
The path led to here and then vanished. They
didn’t discern a road or a way up the rocky cliff
from this side.

“Where did they go?”

“No 1idea.” Adrian scanned again, heart
thumping as adrenaline filled his veins. “We’re
being watched. I can’t find them, but I feel it.”

Tommy instinctively swept the ground. He
spotted a small mound of dirt and bent down.

Adrian drew his gun.

Tommy grunted, prying; a square section of
earth slid aside as a hatch came up. “An
underground tunnel!” Tommy took the flashlight
from his toolbelt and shined it into the hole.
“Should we go down?”

“No.” Adrian relaxed as the sense of being
watched faded. “We have plenty of time to
explore.”



“And you think we need more backup.”

“Yes. After the stories Kendle told, I don’t
think two Eagles are enough for this job.” Adrian
stepped around him and moved along the cliff.
“Let’s find out what’s on the other side.”

Tommy let the hatch shut and followed.
“Should we tell Angela?”

“Yes, though she may already know. Marc
went exploring last night. He might have felt
them.”

“Felt who?”

“The people still living here. You’re right.
We’re not alone here.”

“Does that change things?”

“Maybe. Angela might decide to move to a
different island.”

The jungle around them moved with life. Bugs
and smaller animals darted away from them; birds
hopped from branch to branch, chirping. It was a
sensory shock to both men after months of only
water and the walls of their ships.

“Or she might clear this one, right? If the
people are dangerous.”

Adrian didn’t pause. “Unless they attack her
camp, | doubt she’ll go that way. Angela has had
enough of killing to clear our path. She’ll probably
move Safe Haven.”

“Will we go with her?”

“No. Kendle won’t leave now that she’s here,
and we’re all outcasts. Whoever lives here now
will have to learn to share.”



“What if they won’t?”

Adrian didn’t answer.

Tommy scowled. “You’re not allowed to make
that choice, are you?”

“No. We can’t clear the islanders unless the
alpha orders it and she won’t. Even if it’s self-
defense, we can’t kill them.” Adrian holstered as
his own words sank in. “We need to train daily in
restraining and maybe even in hiding.”

“Are you planning to obey every order you’re
given?”

Adrian sighed. “Yes, and so will you. Any
deviation from the line we’re walking will result
in pain for those we love. Sometimes, it’s better to
give in than to fight back.”

“I don’t agree with that. I never will.”

Adrian shrugged. “You’re young. Things are
always black or white in youth. With age, comes
wisdom.”

“And cowardice.”

Adrian’s jaw clenched. “Protecting your loved
ones isn’t cowardice, Tommy.”

“But you don’t love Kendle. You’re protecting
yourself.”

“Sadie’s death would hurt me.”

Tommy gawked.

Adrian flushed. “What? She grew on me.”

Tommy laughed. “It’s ironic.”

Adrian nodded. “Yep. Fate likes moments that
match or link, especially if they contradict what
you think you believe.”



Tommy considered his own actions again and
feelings. He sighed unhappily. “I’'m not sure I
made the right choice.”

“And it’s ironic because now you don’t have a
choice but to follow through?”

“Oh, shut up!”

“Okay.” Adrian stopped as he reached the end
of the cliff. Glistening water peered back at him.

“This is a small island. I can’t believe we
reached the other side already.”

“We didn’t.” Adrian pointed. “Part of it
washed away. Or maybe the cliff fell.”

Tommy realized he was right. The ocean was
lined here with small islands of sand in ragged
circles that faded into the water.

“Mark it on your map. We might explore it
later.”

Tommy spent a minute putting the fallen cliff
and the tunnel hatch on his map.

Adrian swept the piles of sand, searching for a
direction. He found one, but it made no sense. The
piles appeared to be lining the coast instead of
being random. “It’s almost as if someone was
trying to expand the island on this side.”

Tommy stored his map and pencil. “Any idea
why someone would want to do that?”

“Not yet, but I'm working on it.” Adrian
turned toward the path they’d used to get here.
“Ask me again in a day or so.”

“I will.” Tommy felt Adrian working; he
automatically fell into the guard place. He watched



the birds and small animals in the trees, and the tall
grass that swayed in the light breeze. He didn’t feel
anything dangerous this time.

Adrian let his mind work and his feet walk, no
longer shaky or nauseated. He was working on a
mystery that felt important and an Eagle was
guarding him. For this moment, he was happy.
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Gabe smiled at Tonya as she fought to keep her
eyes open. “He’s fine. Go to sleep if you want. No
one’s getting in here unless we say it’s okay.”
Kenn had put him on duty here so Angela could go
back to work and he could go get Tonya a tray
from the mess.

Tonya didn’t see Kenn. She let her lids shut,
exhausted. Kenn was probably in the bathroom or
checking in at the guard post twenty feet down the
hall, but she still didn’t feel safe. | almost died.
Courtney almost killed me and my baby. How
rude!

Tonya shifted restlessly, aware of her mind
trying to tell her something. She was still rattled; it
was hard to think. I'm glad Kenny wasn’t hurt...
Tonya’s lids flew open. “He’s dead.”

Gabe froze as her head swiveled and her
haunted orbs focused on him. What do | say?

Tonya read his mind like a laser, cutting
through his blocks until the sound of a gunshot
echoed in both their thoughts.



Tonya saw Peter’s body slide down the wall.
She glanced toward the spot where it had
happened, but she couldn’t view it through the
door. Peter’s dead. Kenny killed Peter.

Tonya shut her eyes as panic flew through her
mind. He'll be executed. This is all my fault!

Gabe watched helplessly as tears began rolling
down Tonya’s pale cheeks. He stepped to the exit
and looked for help.

Tonya let the tears fall, unable to do more. Her
body felt like she’d been dropped from a cliff. But
her heart thumped steadily, glad it had worked out
this way. Peter was no longer around to get
between her and Kenny. Neither is Courtney.

“Tonya?” Morgan eased into the room, drawn
by Gabe’s frantic wave. “Are you okay?”

Tonya didn’t move. “Tell him I’m sorry.”

Morgan frowned along with Gabe. “Tell who
you’re sorry?”

“Kenny.”

“Okay. What are you sorry for?”

“His arrest.” She forced more words out as
exhaustion began to shut down her control. “We’ll
get him out of jail. Tell him!”

Morgan put a calming hand on her forehead,
soothing her while checking for a fever. “Kenn’s
not in jail. He’s bringing food from the mess.”
Morgan realized she’d passed out. “When she
wakes up, make it clear he hasn’t been arrested.”

Gabe blew out a noise of derision. “Maybe he
should be.”



Morgan tugged Tonya’s blanket up and
stepped over to check on the baby. “Get out.”

Gabe held up a hand. “You can’t order me to
go. Kenn put me here.”

“I’'m saving your life, Gabe. Get out right now
before he comes back and finds out you’re
conspiring to get her through his arrest.”

Gabe paled. “You can’t know that!”

“But I can. I’ve watched it happen in Safe
Haven for a year now. You’re no different than
Adrian or Peter, and maybe no different than
James either. Get out. Don’t come back.”

Gabe stomped from the room. Damn it! How
do | stay close to her now?

“You don’t.” Kenn stepped from the elevator
and pressed his gun against Gabe’s forehead.

Gabe froze.

“Well.” Angela walked calmly down the
smoky hallway toward them with dozens of
witnesses on her heels.

She had been assigning jobs for the day while
staying close to this area in case she was needed.
Her next chore would take her away from here.
She still had to go settle the camp. Despite the
day’s tragedies, work was always waiting. “I see I
should have made myself clearer.”

Kenn fought with himself, wanting to pull the
trigger and end his charade of being one of the
good guys.



“Is it a charade?” Angela stopped next to him.
“Are you still the same man who conspired against
Marc to hurt me?”

Kenn winced at the reminder of his mistakes,
his crimes. His arm slowly lowered. “No.”

“Good. I didn’t like him at all. The new you is
much better.” Angela glared at Gabe. “Get lost.”

Gabe took off at a fast pace.

People got out of his way, giving him wary
looks. They wondered what he’d done to provoke
Kenn’s reaction.

“Kenn?”

Kenn braced as he holstered. He knew that
tone. “Yes?”

Angela took the tray that had been in his other
hand this whole time. “That was your last pass.
Walk the line or Tonya will be a widow before you
ever get married.”

Eagles and camp members glared at Kenn in
support as Angela went into Tonya’s room with
the tray.

Kenn went into the lab to discover if any of
Tonya’s books could be saved. He didn’t care
about Angela’s threats, though he knew she would
follow through. All | care about is Tonya and our
son. I'll kill anyone who tries to come between us.

Kenn blocked his thoughts and started
salvaging books from the twisted cabinet. 7°//
follow Neil’s example. I just won’t get caught.



Chapter Three

Like It Was Before

(44
Where 1s she?”

Ivan pointed. “Herding.”

Marc entered the loud dining hall and swept
the two hundred people who were talking about the
attack while watching Angela. Marc proceeded
through the crowd, searching for anger, for threats,
and leftover resentments. He’d just finished a
round of the top deck. Things were calm up there.
He was hoping to find the same down here.

Laughter filled the room, coming from those in
the front.

“Switch!” Angela’s voice echoed sharply.

People in the front immediately slid to the side
so those right behind them could move up. Those
in the rear followed, now taking the second row.

Marc observed as the first front row people
formed a conga line and went around to the rear
amid familiar chanting. How does she get them to
do things like that?

Angela rushed forward and grabbed Gus’s
arm. She used all of her body weight and jerked
him.

Gus yawned, not moving.



The crowd laughed again.

Angela straightened. “Gonna keep working on
that one.”

The mess was full of camp members who’d
been rattled from their beds by the explosion. Only
a few people were sitting at the tables and
counters. Most were gawking out the tiny
windows at the island or watching her. Angela saw
they weren’t covered in soot or wearing wet
clothes; she assumed they’d run from the danger.
That’s why you aren’t Eagles yet. That’ll change
in time. “Switch!”

The crowd rotated again, also using a conga
line. As soon as the next row was in place, Angela
ran at Gus again.

Gus enjoyed standing pat and not budging
from her attempts, but he wasn’t comfortable. He
looked sharp in his Eagle jacket and black pants,
but he didn’t care for being the center of attention.
He stood stiffly and waited for the end of this
impromptu display so he could go hit the
bathroom. He hadn’t had his morning time yet.

Angela laughed with the camp and waved.
“I’m done with that for now.”

Gus grinned and headed for the door.

People quieted as they sensed Angela was
going to get serious. The sound of repairs and
adjustments to their normal lives echoed from
other decks.

“The medical bay, lab, and that entire hallway
Is off limits to everyone until we finish repairs.



We’re switching to a temporary infirmary setup on
a different deck. For now, call on the radio and
we’ll come to you.” Angela hated that, but it would
take time to transfer their medical area. “You
already know who set the bombs and what the
punishment was; you also need to know Peter was
executed for his part in it. Though he didn’t
encourage Courtney, he made it possible for her to
do it.”

“Is that a new constitutional law?”

Angela froze for an instant. Damn you,
Courtney! She shook her head at Ralph. “I don’t
have an update about that yet. Let me get you all
settled on the island first.” Angela smiled
hopefully, like she wanted to do it. “Unless you
want to delay that while we do the laws first?”

Groans and anger flew at her.

Angela shrugged. “I assumed you would want
the island first and laws second. Glad to know that
was right.”

She waved at Marc as he made it through the
crowd. “Today is our first walk of the island in the
daylight. We have to know what we’re dealing
with. Marc is leading that run. I’'m staying here.
I’ll be doing rounds of all areas and groups. It’s
time to get me that list of what you need when you
go ashore to set up your area. If | already gave you
a time limit for your lists and plans, you’re
probably going with Marc during one of his many
trips back and forth to get our base camp set. Get
ready. You’re on standby for his call. If I did not



give you a time limit, I will today on rounds.
You’ll probably go ashore with me on one of my
many trips while Marc has duty over the ship. Get
ready. You’re on standby for my call.”

Marc hated it that Angela was still disheveled.
He knew it bothered her. Her hair had come loose
of the bun and was hanging around her soot-
streaked face. He wished she could rest, shower,
change and eat before starting all this, but leaders
didn’t have those options during busy days, let
alone on days where their camp had been attacked.
Marc needed the same things, but it really didn’t
bother him to appear in front of everyone in a
sweat-stained shirt, sans deodorant, with ashes on
his arms from helping their injured people.

Angela regarded Marc. “The mess has food
packed for your first venture over, but you’ll need
to let them know what you want for lunch. Send a
gopher.”

“T will.”

“No camp members are going over today
unless you’re on one of the project lists I just
mentioned. As I come by on rounds, I'll assign you
a job or location. Eagles will deliver the gear you
need to be ready. | will stop by every area of the
ship at some point today and tonight. | suggest you
plan to be in your cabin or job area so | can find
you.” Angela consulted her mental list while
people nodded, grumbled, and yawned. “After
breakfast, the mess will be closed for the next eight
hours so we can do a complete inventory on food.



We don’t want to run out. I need to make sure
we’re still good for the rest of this year. We’ll be
doing a cold lunch delivery. Make sure you clean
up your garbage. Now that we’re near land again,
we can attract all sorts of bugs. Nothing draws flies
like rotting food.”

Angela’s voice hardened. “Only Eagles may
take their weapons to the island.”

Immediate protests filled the room, bringing a
new level of noise. A sharp lance of pain sank into
her temple and slowly faded. Angela didn’t argue.
It was nonnegotiable. She also didn’t explain. The
Eagles would make sure people knew why, but
later, so she didn’t have to answer the complaints
right now. She spoke up as the noise faded. “Marc
and | will now pick our teams for the day; look
sharp, Eagles.”

Eagles in the crowd now stepped forward.
They came through every space and group,
revealing themselves to the camp. Only a quarter
of the Eagles were in uniform or on duty at any
given time. Almost all of them were here now,
ready to protect leadership if the camp rioted
again.

Marc had been ready for this for weeks. He
hadn’t expected to do it in front of the camp. “I
need Theo. He can tell us if the town structures are
safe or if we have to repair them before use.”

“Fine. I get Grant.” Angela took out her
notebook and flipped to the day’s page so she



could make notes. “He’ll tell me how unloading
has to happen with the heavier items.”

Marc nodded. “1’d like Kyle and Neil. They’ll
supervise everything | get started.”

“I get Jayda, Brittani, and Ed. Same reason.”

Marc now retrieved his book. “I want Ivan and
Greg as your guards.”

Angela snickered. “Sorry. | already assigned
them to you.”

“Fine.” Marc smirked. “You get the Jr.
Eagles—all of them.”

The camp clucked and groaned as they
realized Marc meant the troublemakers as well as
the well-behaved kids.

“Agreed.” Angela wrote it in her book and
scanned. “Samantha gets Wade. Tonya gets Kenn.
The medics get each other. | want them in pairs so
they can observe each other and the patients. I’1l
send them volunteers throughout the day.” Angela
closed her book, aware of disappointed Eagles.
“Conner and Charlie will share point.”

Eagles also recorded the assignments so they
could pass on the information, but also so they
knew who was supposed to be where and at what
times. Knowing who to report to mattered.

Marc finished writing, then inspected his list.
“I want Zack’s boys for my gophers. Ray is the
first boat ramp guard, with Zack after him. They’ll
switch every four hours until you send them a two-
man relief crew who will do the same overnight.”
Marc spotted Allison in the crowd and knew Zack



would get the message. They were currently
sharing a cabin in bliss. Zack’s sons were in the
cabin next to them. Thanks to their medical issues,
and Zack letting them know he was a descendant,
Zack’s sons were obeying everyone right now.
Marc wanted to take advantage of that while it
lasted.

“Agreed.” Angela gave him a bright smile,
then faced the camp. “If you still don’t know what
you should be doing, it means | have you on a
different job or chore. Fall in with me as | do
rounds and we’ll sort it as I go.” Angela tapped her
watch. “I’m starting from right here in about ten
minutes.”

“I’ll make sure everyone who isn’t here knows
where we want them today.” Marc leaned down
and kissed her cheek, catching the corner of her
lip.

Angela groaned lowly at the feel.

Marc strutted toward the exit.

Ivan and Greg followed, both glad to be
getting off the ship in this first day of work.

Kimmie came to Angela’s side and began
scanning the leaving crowd for the rest of the Jr.
Eagles. “Will Leeann get to help?”

Angela shook her head. “Morgan wants her on
bed rest for a full day.” Angela smothered her fury.
Kids being hurt makes me want to fry people alive.

“You did that.”

Angela snorted. “Oh, yeah.”

“Do you feel bad?”



“No. I should, but I don’t.”

Kimmie glanced up at her. “Is it because
you’re byzan?”

Angela sighed, mood sinking. “It’s because
I’m a killer. It’s easier to remove the problems and
deal with the guilt.”

“I’'m sorry.”

Angela forced a smile. “Me too. Adrian told
me [ would get to this point. He was right. It’s not
a hard choice anymore.”

“It’s okay. We won’t let you become a
monster.”

“Good.” Angela walked toward the opposite
door than Marc had taken. “But don’t ever warn
me again or you’ll lose the advantage. Just do it
and know that it was needed.”

Angela stopped near the guards as a large
group pushed toward her. Eagles and camp alike
wanted to know what she had planned for them.
Angela got out her smaller assignments book and
flipped to the right page. “Marc might want to
handle a few defensive plans for the island today.
He’1l definitely set up a perimeter around our main
working area. | need a few Eagles to go to the
weapons room and organize it. You might be there
for hours.” Angela scanned and pointed at the
raised hands and fingers. “Great. Jeff and Pam are
supervising. Nothing goes out unless it’s approved
by Marc.”

Angela continued as those people left. “Our
garden center will be busy over the next week. I



need half a dozen organizers to see what all we
have that’s ready for planting and where we are on
everything else.”

While Angela picked people, the two door
guards moved closer. Over a hundred people were
still bunched around her, waiting for orders. It
made the guards nervous.

“Before we can start most of our food
production areas, we need to run tests to make sure
it’s safe. Panaji is in charge of that. He’s already
started. He needs a dozen people to carry
equipment, record results, and help with testing.
He’s covering shoreline fish, water, and air today.
Who wants it?” Angela was encouraged when
camp hands went up for that chore despite the
work and boredom involved. She quickly picked
them, hoping they would leave right away and
reduce the crowd. She was starting to sweat from
all the body heat. And someone either has gas or
they didn’t brush their teeth for the last year.
“Many of the normal classes are running today. If
you’re scheduled for something right now, go see
if it’s running. I’1l talk to you when I stop by on
rounds.”

Another group left, disappointed.

Angela inhaled, stomach clenching again at
the heat and odors. She leaned against the
doorframe, hoping a draft might come in. “We will
be clearing and cleaning any town structures Theo
deems safe to use. That means | need an island
cleaning crew of at least two dozen.”



Only a few hands went up. Angela noted them
and sweetened that pot. “This crew will stay
together longer than any of the others. You’ll vote
in a leader and report to them on everything.”

A few more hands went up now.

“You’ll also help me supervise housing. When
I assign people, you’ll settle them in. Over time,
this group will be our den mothers.”

Hands went up all over the crowd.

“Temporary team leader is...” Angela chose
from the people who’d volunteered first, pointing.
She continued as that group left. “I hope to be
relocating our animals to land over the next few
days. | need a dozen strong, steady hands to
evaluate, prep, and help move our livestock. We
don’t have a dock or a crane, so this will be the
hardest moving job we’ve done yet. No matter
what, | need those animals to make it to land alive.
Who wants it?”

Water lapped calmly against the boat, giving a
false sense of security. Everyone thought about
how hard it would be to unload everything without
a long dock like they’d had back in America.

Eagle hands went up all through the crowd, as
she’d known they would. The Eagles wanted a
challenge and the possible rewards for
accomplishing it.

“Unless you have something harder, I’d like a
slot on that chore.”

Angela nodded at Gus. “Good. Who else?”



Debra appeared at her side; she held out a mug
and a cinnamon roll.

“Thanks.” Angela took the hot chocolate,
stomach churning. “You eat the roll.”

Debra shrugged and took a bite.

Angela held the travel mug under her arm and
finished writing while scanning the remaining
crowd. She’d gotten through half of them, but
more had come in, drawn by people passing word
of her location. “We’re filling one of the topside
swimming pools today.”

A loud cheer went through the room. It was the
one entertainment they hadn’t gotten to enjoy on
the top deck yet.

“I need a group to clean it and fill it according
to the manual we found. Then it has to have
chemicals added and sit overnight. Every evening,
the pool gets emptied and cleaned. We’re using
salt water. I refused to waste fresh water on it.”
Angela spoke louder to be heard over the now
chatting camp members. “It’s hard work. I’d like a
dozen volunteers. lan is in charge and waiting for
you near the top front swimming pool.” Angela
recorded the few volunteers. “Everyone wants to
play, but not do the work. How is that right?”

Her mutter got more hands to lift.

Angela picked the people she knew would
follow through. Several camp members had a bad
habit of volunteering and then canceling or not
showing up when it was time to work. “I’m going
to start rounds now. Feel free to stay with me or



wait in your normal areas until I get there.” Angela
stored her book. “Last thing is my right hand for
the day.” Angela scanned and smiled at the guy
sitting alone at a small table in the corner.
“Stanley.”

2

“She picked who?”

Daryl chuckled. “Stanley.”

“Well, that’s her mistake.” Brittani slid the
freshly packed packs onto the counter and counted
them. “Eighteen. We’re good.”

Daryl sat on the stool, gazing at her in open
desire. Brittani was already dotted in flour and
other food items; the kitchen crew had been here
before the explosion, getting things ready for a day
on the island. Her parents were also splattered in
food. Her two brothers were delivering instead of
cooking today; they were clean. The smell of fresh
bread was thick in the mess. Daryl inhaled deeply,
trying to rid his nose of lingering smoke from the
explosions. “You look beautiful this morning.”

Brittani blushed. “Thanks.” She gave him a
fast leer, then began removing her apron. “I'm
done here, Mom.”

Thelma grunted, working with a large pan of
biscuits.

Brittani turned back to Daryl. “Where are you
at for the day?”



“Marc has me, but not for a little while yet. |
thought I’d spend that time...” Daryl grinned.
“With your dad.”

Dwight came from the pantry, drying his
hands. “I’m ready.”

Brittani glanced between them. “You and my
dad together? For what?”

Daryl got up and kissed her cheek. “Have a
great day.”

Brittani watched as Daryl and her father left
the mess. “What’s that all about?”

“You, of course.” Hannah snickered at
Brittani’s scowl. “Have you decided on the
location for your wedding?”

“Location?”

Hannah gathered five of the food packs for
delivery. “You know; here or on the island.”

“Oh.” Brittani shrugged. “I hadn’t thought
about it.”

Hannah missed the nervous tremor. She
headed for the exit. “Okay. See ya.”

“Yep.” Brittani fingered the ring on her hand.
She assumed Daryl was informing her father
they’d married in secret. Which means it’s my job
to tell the other half of that couple. “Uh, mom? Got
a minute?”

“No.” Thelma glared at Brittani over the pan
of biscuits. “You can tell me about your marriage
later. | have work to do right now.”

Shit! Brittani didn’t know what to say.



Thelma slammed the tray onto the stove harder
than she needed to. Biscuits flew out.

Brittani hurried over to get them. “Are you
mad?”’

“My only daughter got married without me
there. Why would I be mad?” Thelma stomped
into the pantry.

Brittani decided it was a good time to go see if
Angela was ready for her.

Thelma stayed in the pantry until she knew she
wasn’t going to cry. When she came out and saw
Brittani had left, it was easier to be mad than sad.
“You wait until your father hears about this, young
lady!”

3

“Say that again.”

“It’s only been four days.”

“I don’t care how long it’s been. I care that you
didn’t put up a fight.” Samantha crossed her arms
over her chest. “The garden is mine!”

Samantha hid a wince at a leftover cramp. The
medics had told her that would happen off and on
for the next month, but it still sucked.

Wade smiled at her. “Everyone knows that, but
you have to take some off time now and recover.”

“I want to talk to the boss.”

Wade shrugged. “She’ll be by on rounds. You
can yell at her then.”



Samantha grunted. “Won’t matter. She won’t
change her mind.”

“Nope.” Wade was glad. He didn’t want
Samantha on a working schedule yet. “You have
twins who need you right now.”

Samantha knew he was trying to make her
think of the kids and herself, but she couldn’t help
feeling left out. “I’ve worked on that garden for
months. And before we got on this damn boat!”

Wade gawked openly. He’d rarely been
around her when she was mad. That’s sexy.

Samantha flipped him the finger.

Wade chuckled. These are the moments worth
dying for.

Samantha softened, unable to remain furious
with Wade gazing at her like a love-stricken
puppy.

Tap-tap! Ralph poked his head inside the
large, cluttered cabin. “Everyone okay in here?
Need anything?”

“We’re good.” Wade kept gathering diapers,
wipes, and a fresh change of clothes for the baby
who had wet through his current outfit.

Ralph regarded Samantha.

Samantha flushed as she realized the older
man had a great view of her thigh. She had the
baby between her legs and the sheet had ridden up.
“I’'m fine.”

Ralph grinned at them. “The boss will be by on
rounds. Feel free to tell her I'm doing a marvelous
job as den mother here.”



Wade laughed. “You want this job?”

Ralph nodded, smile fading. “I hope she lets
me keep it.” He ducked out.

Samantha knew Wade would mention it to
Angela. She didn’t need to tell him to. He was an
Eagle. He already knew.

The hall outside their cabin was full of people
coming and going. It sounded like Ralph was
ordering a full clean of the area before Angela’s
arrival. Some of those people peered in and said
hello, but none of them stopped. They were all
busy. Like I should be. Samantha’s anger returned.

“Apparently I’'m supposed to be your guard
and slave. | thought we could add in escort if you
want to walk around a bit. The book says walking
is fine, just no lifting anything other than the
babies.”

“I can go for a walk?” Samantha brightened.
“Top deck. I want to see the island without a tiny
port window getting in the way.”

“Deal. Finish feeding little Jeremy, and I'1l get
his brother changed.”

Samantha switched the baby to her other
breast, observing as Wade deftly removed NJ’s
diaper and replaced it. Though she’d been
watching for the last four days, it still surprised her
that he was good at it. She and Neil weren’t yet.
They fumbled, dropped the diapers, and fretted the
entire time. Wade pulled it off and replaced it in
seconds. He makes us look like amateurs.
“Where’d you learn to do that?”



Wade tensed for a split second before
shrugging. “Girlfriends, family.”

“Babies of your own?” Samantha thought
she’d already asked him and received a negative
answer, but she wanted to be sure.

“No, not mine.” Wade swaddled NJ in the
thick receiving blanket and gently placed him back
in the bassinet. “My brother had a baby at fourteen.
The girl’s parents gave it to him at the hospital and
took her away to live somewhere that the stain
wouldn’t show.”

Samantha felt bad for the girl and Wade’s
brother. She also felt a chill at the anger in Wade’s
voice. “I’m sorry. That must have been rough on
everyone.”

“It was. My brother had no business with a
baby. He lost custody to the state, but not before |
got attached. When they took him away, it was like
I’d lost a little brother.” Wade slipped on his boots
and sat in the chair to lace them up. “My parents
were glad the extra kid was gone. So was my
brother. I cried for weeks. | was the only one who
cared about that little life at all.”

Samantha didn’t want to ask, but she felt she
had to. “What happened to him?”

“He was adopted by a rich couple and went on
to become a lawyer. He didn’t have time for us and
frankly, we didn’t deserve him. He was too good
to be one of us.”

Samantha realized Wade was letting her in on
how he felt about himself and his family. She



patted the bed she couldn’t wait to get out of.
“Come tell me your family secrets. You’ll feel
better and so will 1.”

Wade didn’t hesitate. He wanted these burdens
off his soul and he knew Samantha would
understand. “My family wasn’t good. For a while,
| took after them in almost every way.”

4

“You seem...down today.”

Marc knelt to retrieve a vest from the cabinet.
“Do 1?7

“Yes.” Neil gathered magazines for their
weapons. Neil felt cheerful, but he kept it inside so
it didn’t bug Marc. Nothing was more annoying
than to be around someone bubbly when you were
having a rough day. Neil knew he should be angry
like everyone else, but he was delighted that they
were finally here. Nothing was dampening it. “Are
you okay?”’

Marc strapped on the vest, then got another
one out for Neil. “Bad dreams.”

Neil frowned. “Visions or jumbles?”

“Hard to say.” Marc put the extra magazines in
his holding pouches while Neil put on his vest.
“We were here, but it was the old world. Nothing
had changed despite everything we did, everything
we tried.”



“I hate dreams like that. They make you feel
like there’s no point in even trying to accomplish
your goals.”

Marc shut and locked the cabinet. “The worst
part is that I know it could happen. After all we’ve
been through, the whole damn world will probably
end up exactly like it was before.”

“People suck.”

Marc nodded. “I used to believe most people
are good and there really are just a few bad apples,
but I’ve realized it’s the opposite. And there just
aren’t enough good apples to conquer the rotten
ones.”

The camp hall next to them was full of busy
people being led through chores by Ralph. Marc
and Neil nodded at the busy man and got the same
in return.

“Maybe we’re not supposed to fight it. Like
yin and yang-we can’t have one without the
other.”

“Yeah. That’s what scares me, Neil.”

“Why?”

“Because it implies we’ll never have peace,
that it has to end this way every time. And that
doesn’t make me want to keep fighting for either
side. I'm sick of being lied to, of hoping for things
that aren’t going to happen.”

Neil had never been around Marc when he was
like this. He’d witnessed anger, rage, and
frustration, but depression was a whole new
ballgame; he didn’t know what to say.



Marc forced a smile at a group of happy camp
members walking toward the steps to the top deck.
Neil nodded at them. Neither man spoke until they
were alone again.

Marc didn’t want to continue the
conversation—mostly because he didn’t want
Angela to know he wasn’t having a good day. He’d
kept it from her so far.

Neil snorted.

Marc chuckled. “Yeah, she does find out
whatever we try to hide.”

“It’s sexy that she’s so smart.” Neil frowned.
“And a little emasculating.”

Marc patted his balls. “That’s your issue, not
mine. I’'m all here.”

Neil laughed.

Marc did understand. He’d gone through his
own issues over that. Now, he just respected her
ruthless brain. “It eases.”

“Tell yourself that.” Neil gestured. “Bad
dreams fade; depression eases. Life goes on.”

Marc let out a shuddering sigh. “And
sometimes it just gets worse until something
explodes.”

“Then you need to vent it.” Neil leaned in.
“Adrian’s on the island, and I’d bet he could use a
beating...”

Marc’s laughter rang down the hall. “I’ll keep
that in mind.”

“You could also talk to your wife.”



Marc’s expression immediately darkened. “I
think that helped to flip my mood too. We get
interrupted whenever we try to take time for
ourselves. It’s like fate doesn’t want us to be
together so it keeps throwing shit in our way.”

Neil understood in a blinding flash. His voice
lowered. “Don’t think like that—ever. She deserves
you, not that traitorous piece of shit.” He clapped
Marc’s stiff arm. “Come on. We’ll do a matchup
tonight for you with someone. Or several
someones. You do need the outlet.”

Marc followed Neil, not arguing, but he
doubted he could be provoked into coming out of
his cage today. The tiger is in his own head right
now. He isn’t coming out until he finds a solution
or he’s sure there isn’t one to be found.

“There’s another man who’ll need an outlet
shortly.”

Marc saw Daryl and Dwight coming down the
hallway. Both men were walking with tense steps
and no conversation.

Marc gave Daryl a sympathetic look as he and
Neil left.

Daryl opened the door and held it for Dwight.

Dwight entered the small lounge and went to
the recliner. He plopped down and glared at Daryl
as the man shut and locked the door.

Daryl hated the tension. He tried to get it over
with as quickly as possible. “Is it because I'm
white or because you didn’t get to be there for the
wedding?”



Dwight snorted. “Figures you’d think that.”

Daryl took the chair across from Brittani’s
father. “I think you and your wife don’t like me.”

“We like you fine.”

Daryl frowned. “So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is your lack of ambition.”
Dwight leaned back in the chair, but he didn’t look
away from his new son-in-law. “My little girl was
making something of herself here! Now she isn’t
even trying. You distracted her from what
matters.”

Daryl’s anger rose. “But you were okay with
her and Gus. Hypocrite much?”

Dwight blew out another snotty snort. “She
wasn’t going to marry Gus! He’s the pet she
adopted when they were kids.”

Daryl opened his mouth to fire back.

“Excuse me. I should leave.” Gus stepped out
of the bathroom in the corner of the lounge. He
walked by both men without meeting their eyes.

Daryl sighed as Gus left without slamming the
door. “Damn it.”

Dwight nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ll talk to him later.”

Dwight’s wrinkles bunched up as he scowled.
“Leave him alone.”

Daryl scowled right back. “I’ll do what I
want!”

“Why don’t you want to move up?” Dwight
brought the topic back around. “Anyone can do
shifts on guard duty.”



Daryl’s defensive nature rose; he smothered it
to respond with honesty. “I’m happy where I am,
with who I am. I’'m sorry if that isn’t good enough
for you.”

“It’s not good enough for my daughter!”
Dwight pointed a long finger covered in tiny scars
from grease splatters. “She’s distracted right now,
but in the future, she’ll look around and feel
chained to you as you are right now—hair messy,
shirt untucked, no Eagle jacket on, and wrinkled
clothes you probably slept in. She’ll realize she
made a huge mistake and your marriage will end
as fast as it started.” Dwight waved a hand. “Get
on out of here and think about your wife instead of
yourself. You’re a married man now. She’s
supposed to come first.”

Daryl tried to think of something clever to say.
He decided it didn’t matter if it was clever as long
as it rang true. “Brittani loves me and | love her.
Butt out.”

Dwight glared until Daryl got up and left. As
soon as the door shut, Dwight grinned. “He still
has a spine. Good to know.”

“Gus! Wait up!” Daryl hurried down the hall
as Gus stopped and turned. “I’m sorry, man. You
weren’t supposed to—"

“They never thought of me that way until you
came along!” Gus swung.

Daryl hit the floor a second later.



Gus marched toward the stairs, big fists
clenched.

Eagles ran over to help Daryl. Marc got there
first. He’d still been close by.

Daryl peered up, vision blurry. “Marc?”

Marc and Neil pulled Daryl to his feet. “Yeah,
buddy?”

“Tell her I want my own team and I want it
right now.”

Marc straightened Daryl’s wrinkled shirt. “She
didn’t think you want that.”

“I didn’t. 1T don’t.” Daryl rubbed his jaw,
wincing. “But I need it.”

Marc grinned. “Gus is advancing through
training very fast.”

“I think Kenn’s been teaching him shit on the
side.” Daryl stumbled after Marc and Neil as they
headed toward the weapons room. “Just for
moments like this.”

Neil laughed, nodding.

Marc missed it. He was already back into his
contemplations.

“You shouldn’t do things like that.”

Gus walked by Trinity without answering.

Trinity followed him, not afraid. She knew he
wouldn’t hurt her. “If you want her back, beating
on her husband won’t help.”

Gus stopped. He turned around, rage flaring
again. “Her what?!”



Trinity smiled innocently. “Sorry. I thought
you knew. They got married a few days ago.
That’s why she wasn’t around for a while.”

Gus didn’t notice as Trinity went to her cabin.

Trinity leaned against the door, evil leer
coming over her face. “I always get what I want,
Gus. And I want you.”

Trinity got her kit from the closet and went
into the bathroom to get ready for a long day of
assisting Ed and Brittani as they ran Angela’s
projects. She was eager to spend the time with Ed.
He was a medic-in-training when he wasn’t
working for the boss. He was a valuable contact.
“It’s Brittani who needs to go back to the mess. I
thought I could tolerate her. I thought I could fake
it.”

Trinity slammed the bathroom door. “I was
wrong.”



Chapter Four
Move Faster

1

(44
Where does the boss want me?”

“Right here in your cabin.”

Tobias smacked the doorframe. “We haven’t
done anything wrong. Why are we being treated
this way?!”

Conner stood straighter, eyes narrowing. “You
and your wives reached a new level. You can’t be
around Marc or Angela. You know that.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t mean we can’t have jobs
until we leave.” The busy hall behind Conner told
Tobias a lot was happening right now and he
wanted to be part of it. He’d called Conner over in
hopes of a job.

Conner paused, encouraged. “You’re leaving
us?”

Tobias nodded. “Your boss knows. We just
want to be useful until then.”

Conner inspected the cabin and the two
women sitting demurely in the chairs on either side
of the one large bed. Both females had sewing
needles and were working on the same blue and
white blanket. The neat cabin smelled like clean
laundry and frustration.



Tobias swept the handsome boy. The Eagle
jacket didn’t have a name or patch, but it was clear
it had been worn a lot. Tobias knew Conner had
earned it and the scars he carried on his hands and
arms, but he still didn’t like the teenager.

Conner wondered why Tobias insisted on
dressing like an old man playing golf, but he didn’t
ask or comment on the odd plaid choices.

Tobias scowled. “We’re playing putt-putt
later.”

Conner shrugged. It didn’t explain the rest of
the times in the last week.

Daniella and Anna were also dressed for an
outing. They both had on long gray sweaters over
jeans and matching t-shirts with a variety of roses
across the front. They looked normal; Tobias
didn’t.

Conner got his book out and did a fast scan to
find something they needed that Tobias could do
right here. “My notes say you have a gift the rest
of us don’t.”

“Yes.”

“Can you teach it or share?”

“Yes, and no.”

Conner snapped his book shut. “I’ll find out
who the boss wants me to send by. Any special
qualities we should look for?”

“Well, it’s never been successfully done, even
in the labs, so no.”

Conner put his mind to work, running through
what he knew of Tobias. “Haunted, hunted,



aggressive, short-tempered, intelligent...” He
paused. “Do you prefer youth or wisdom?”

Tobias snorted out a chuckle. “Wisdom. Youth
gives me a headache.”

Conner glared at him.

Tobias gestured. “Exactly.”

Conner turned away from the cabin, offended.

Tobias pushed the door shut with his boot.
“Touchy.”

Daniella and Anna stared at him.

Tobias sighed unhappily. “I don’t either, but
we can’t stay now. Five known byzan, and
probably more, in one camp? Safe Haven will be
torn apart in a few months.”

Anna dropped her head.

Daniella kept staring.

Tobias frowned. “What?!”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“You know it does. You two are locked right
now, but it won’t hold. Locks on adults never do.”

“I know. I meant we stay anyway.”

“No. I refuse to cause their downfall.”

“We won’t. We have to be strong enough to
remain stable.”

“Not crack?”

“No. Our first crack opens as soon as we reach
this level. I mean being able to handle those
cracks.”

Tobias wanted to take the chance. He liked it
here, and his wives were safe, fed, liked even.
“What do you have in mind?”



“The kids here are special. They can heal those
rifts in our soul.”

“It didn’t hold on Marc and I doubt it will hold
on Angela.”

“They only had one treatment. I’'m thinking of
regular sessions where all byzan get that care.”

Tobias saw where that might be enough.
“Along with locks and therapy?”

Daniella nodded. “She’s doing rounds on this
deck at some point. Talk to her. Make her
understand it’s possible.”

Tobias nodded. He smiled at Daniella,
warming. “I love you.”

Anna watched them Kkiss, glad her sister had
pushed. Tobias doesn’t need to know it was my
idea. | know he tolerates me for my kind nature.
Let him love Daniella for my brains. It keeps us
both happy.
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“Are you happy that we’ve arrived?”

Tracy nodded. “Yes. I can’t wait to get off this
boat.”

Tim was glad Tracy had changed clothes
today. Her wet, shiny hair said she’d also
showered. The cabin was neat and it smelled good.
Tim wasn’t fooled, but he was encouraged that she
was trying to fight her depression. “What’s Charlie
doing today?”



Tracy smiled widely. “He’s sharing point with
Conner. It’s great.”

Tim studied Tracy from the chair next to her
bed. “When he’s not working for the camp, you’re
not happy with him.”

Tracy’s face fell. “I try to be.”

“But you need him out there fighting for the
future.”

“Yes, I think so.”

“For you or for your child?”

Tracy frowned, voice lowering. “For me.”

“Because at some point, that boy will inherit
leadership and you’ll be the queen of Safe Haven.”

“Yes.” Tracy’s shoulders drooped. “T know it’s
wrong. And I don’t want to make rules or be in
charge.”

“You just want to be the wife of the man
running it all.”

“Yes.”

“So while he was having his own moment of
weakness, you realized...”

Tracy sighed deeply. “I didn’t want him as
much when he was just going to be an Eagle. |
don’t love him the way he needs me to.”

Tim gave her a soothing smile. “This honesty
is good for you. It’s going to set you free of all that
guilt.”

“But I deserve it! I let a kid seduce me. In the
old world, I would have gone to jail.”

“Perhaps. You might also have been like the
teacher who ended up marrying the student she



seduced. Some people call that love trapped by
age.”

“I know. I also know that teacher served years
in jail and I haven’t.”

“You think you should suffer before you can
be happy with him?”

Tracy rubbed her upset stomach. “Maybe. I'm
not sure. I just don’t feel good about me, him, the
baby, or the future and I’m sure it’s because I got
away with breaking laws.”

“Some laws are meant to be broken. And most
laws weren’t laws at all in the beginnings of
civilization.”

“That doesn’t clear me. Those people didn’t
know it was wrong.” Tracy’s voice hardened. “Are
you going to tell him about our talks?”

“No. Our sessions are confidential.”

Tracy didn’t believe him. “What if I start
flipping out again and tell you I'm planning
something crazy?”

“Are you?”

“No! But what if I was and I told you? Like
Courtney did?”

Tim winced.

“I knew 1it!” Tracy crossed her arms over her
chest. “Well?”” She hadn’t been sure in that guess.
Now that she knew, she wasn’t sure if she should
be angry.

“I didn’t think she would follow through when
she made that confession.” Tim gave the full truth.



“But even if I had, I believe in my calling. I
wouldn’t have told anyone.”

“So crazy people get to hurt others and you
won’t do anything about it?” Tracy frowned
deeply. “I don’t like that.”

“I don’t either.” Tim shrugged, pushing his
guilt aside to finish helping her deal with hers.
“We’ll have a new constitution soon. It might
forbid this type of privacy or it might protect it.
Either way, I won’t reveal our conversations.”

Tracy locked eyes with him. “What if I told
you [ tried to kill my baby and I’m still not sure if
I might try again?”

Tim sighed. “I stand by my answer.”

Tracy leaned back against the pillow. “I’m not.
You’re off the hook.”

Tim didn’t believe her. “If you started to feel
that way, would you come talk to me like Courtney
did?”

She nodded. “Probably. You’re easy to talk
to.” Tracy meant it. Tim didn’t judge, but he also
didn’t lie. And he looked like a priest in his black
pants, white shirt and collar, and black suit jacket.
Only the sneakers were out of place.

“Good.” Tim didn’t want to leave it there even
though they were already over time for this
session. “Do you think you could tell Charlie these
things? He loves you. He’d forgive you anything.”

Tracy’s cheeks reddened with her humiliation.
“He can’t ever find out. He doesn’t see me this
way. If he ever does, we’re done.”



“When you’re done eavesdropping, you have
duty.”

Charlie jumped away from the door, spinning
around to face Kyle.

Kyle stopped next to the boy, aware of the
hallway emptying as Angela began her rounds.
Kyle was dressed for a day of hard work, complete
with toolbelt and Eagle jacket. He was surprised
Charlie was in matching gear. The boy hadn’t been
wearing his Eagle clothes lately. “Learn anything
useful?”

“A suspicion was verified.” Charlie blocked
what he didn’t want Kyle to know.

Kyle read the boy’s open thoughts and
scowled. “That’s not good.”

“Actually, it’s perfect.” Charlie lowered his
voice. “Now I know how to keep her.”

Kyle assumed the teenager was hiding
something important, but he didn’t try to get
through Charlie’s mental block. “You aren’t
pissed?”

Charlie snorted softly. “Over something I’ve
suspected since the first time | stalked her in the
shower?” Charlie strode down the hall, humming
happily.

Kyle shook his head. “Kids these days!”

Kyle lingered in the hall as it finished
emptying.

Tracy’s door opened. Tim came out and shut
it. He saw Kyle and stopped.



Kyle dug in without mercy, pulling up every
detail of his conversation with Tracy.

Tim didn’t know how to defend himself from
the mental attack.

Kyle’s fists clenched. “You son of a bitch!”

Kyle ran through the options and outcomes in
seconds, disappointed and furious. He grabbed
Tim and shoved him against the wall.

Tim didn’t resist as Kyle cuffed him. “I’'m

sorry.”
(13

ou should be!” Kyle pulled him toward the
steps. He glared at Jonny, who was on guard duty
here. “Tell the boss Tim will be in the brig!”

Jonny frowned. “Okay. What’s the charge?”

“Conspiracy that resulted in the attempted
murders of nine members of this camp!” Kyle’s
tone dropped into dangerous anger. “And did
result in the deaths of two kittens and two traitors!”

People got out of the way as Kyle shoved
through the hall. Mutters and questions filled the
arr.

Jonny waved a rookie over. “Watch my post.”
He was gone an instant later.

Kyle took Tim toward the brig.

“It’s my duty to keep their secrets when they
come to me. I didn’t have a choice.” Tim hoped
Kyle would be reasonable.

Kyle pushed Tim when he stopped. “Jennifer
almost died. I don’t want to hear about your duty
to a murderer!”



Tim paled. He’d forgotten about Jennifer. “I’'m
SOITy 2
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ou will be if Kenn finds out before I get you

locked up. Move faster.”
Tim did.

3

“Tim’s in the brig. Kyle put him there.”

Angela stopped, turning toward Jonny.
“What? Why?”

The crowd around Angela all turned when she
did, drawing more attention from the guards in this
area and those passing by on their way to jobs and
chores. Silence fell as they waited to hear Jonny’s
answer.

“Something about helping Courtney.”

Angela blew out an annoyed breath. “That
figures.” She was glad Kyle had chosen to arrest
him instead of following Kenn’s example with
Peter. “Tell Morgan the law council needs a
meeting tonight after dinner. He can pick the time
and place.” Angela held up a hand to stop him
from leaving before she was done.

Jonny waited, hoping this didn’t turn ugly.
He’d had a chance to consider it on the way to tell
Angela. If people found out, Tim wouldn’t be
welcome anywhere in Safe Haven.

“Stop by Samantha’s cabin and tell her she has
a client waiting in the brig.”



Jonny frowned. “Neil and Wade won’t like
that.”

“They’ll survive.” Which is more than | can
say for Tim if Kenn gets to him.

“You’re not letting Tim out?”

Angela was aware of three dozen shocked
witnesses storing her every word to pass on later.
“He’ll go through the process like anyone else.”

“We need a bail system.”

“He’s safer behind those bars right now.”
Angela waved. “Go on.”

Jonny hurried off as Angela turned toward the
medics. “You were saying?”

Harry frowned. “Tim’s a good man. He
wouldn’t have conspired to hurt anyone.”

“I won’t discuss his case since I’ll probably be
his judge.” Angela gave him a pointed look.
“Finish your update. I have a lot of stops waiting
after this one.”

The slamming door behind them drew
attention in that direction.

Kenn glared at all of them.

Angela shook her head. “Don’t do it.”

Terry took a step toward the furious Marine.
“Come on, man. He’s been detained. We’ll get to
the truth.”

Kenn shoved Terry with one hand as he went
by.

Terry fell against the half open door next to
them. He tumbled into the room and out of sight.
“Ouch!”



Kenn vanished down the steps.

“Do you want us to go after him?” Harry didn’t
want to even though he liked Tim. The thought of
facing Kenn while he was like this gave Harry a
gas bubble.

Angela sighed. “Tim made a choice not to
warn us. Now he may face the direct consequences
of that choice.”

“And what about Kenn?”

Angela’s voice hardened. “If he follows
through, Eagles are to remove him on the spot.”

“What?”

“I didn’t stutter. That’s a direct order.” Angela
frowned at Harry as the guard on duty transmitted
that to the other Eagles. “I’m still waiting on my
update.”

“I want to be part of his trial.”

“You will be. Now...”

Harry held out the clipboard so she could view
the test results. “I mean it. Tim wouldn’t willingly
hurt anyone, let alone pregnant women.”

“And cats.” Angela was surprised by the pain
those two little lost lives were causing her. She
flipped through the test results, mind scattering
Into the meeting that now had to happen. | needed
more time. I'm not ready for this and the future
may suffer for it.



“Get ready.” Kyle locked the brig cell and
stuffed the keys into his pocket as determined steps
echoed toward them, swallowing the noise of
radios and running as Eagles rushed toward this
deck.

Guards outside the brig stayed out of the way.
Kenn had a nasty reputation as a fighter and they
were only rookies. The fact that he was heavily
armed also increased their reluctance.

Tim moved to the back of the cell, but there
wasn’t a place to stand where Kenn would miss if
he used his gun.

Kyle shut the main door to the brig and locked
it.

Kenn’s furious face appeared in the window.
“Open up!”

Kyle tensed to dive out of the way if Kenn
started shooting. “He’ll have a trial.”

“Open this door!”

“No, Kenn. Get out of here before the boss
shows up.”

Kenn grabbed the handle and yanked as hard
as he could.

The door groaned, hinges straining.

“Stop it! You’ll be banished!” Kyle
understood Kenn’s anger, but he didn’t want the
Marine to pay for this rash choice.

Kenn yanked again... The hinge snapped. The
door fell to one side, hanging awkwardly on the
remaining pivot.



Kenn kicked it off, breaking that hinge. Pieces
of wood and metal flew through the room.

Kyle reluctantly took a stance in front of Tim’s
cell as Kenn advanced. “Don’t do this.”

Kenn stomped toward the cell, eyes glowing
bright red.

“If you do this, you’re out of Safe Haven.
Tonya will be alone!”

Kenn didn’t stop.

Kyle gathered his energy and fired a spell he
hadn’t used yet.

Kenn dropped to the floor, face stunned.

“What was that?” Tim stayed back in case
Kyle fired again. They both watched Kenn pass
out.

“Part of my new skill set.” Kyle stepped to the
desk as Marc appeared outside the main door.

Marc scanned the broken door, then Kenn’s
prone body. “What happened here?”

“He tripped.” Kyle pushed the button on his
radio. “We need a stretcher in the brig. No rush.”

Marc lifted a brow. “He tripped?”

Kyle nodded. “Tripped and fell into the door.
Broke it and knocked himself out.”

Marc snorted. He regarded Tim.

Kyle also looked at Tim.

Tim went to the cot and stretched out. “He
tripped.”

“Uh-huh.” Marc scanned Kenn deeper,
registering traces of magic. It took a few seconds
for him to place it.



Kyle shrugged. “What?”

“Nothing.” Marc left. “I may have gifted him
too well with that skill set.”

Kyle smirked, pleased with his new talent.
Knocking out prey was the number one gift of a
tracker. He’d just used his for the first time,
successfully, in action.

Tim stared at Kyle, finally starting to get
scared. “I’m in trouble.”

Kyle nodded. “And not just from the boss or
the asshole on the ground there. A lot of people
won’t understand the choice you made. No one
will trust you now. Your life in this camp has
changed forever.”
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“It doesn’t change anything for me.” Samantha
rubbed Wade’s tense wrist. “I mean that. The past
is dead. Let it go.”

Wade was relieved to have it all out. His
playboy days had been preceded by minor crimes
and lack of respect for anyone. That trend had
continued into his twenties, and then he’d begun to
change. Being in Safe Haven had finished it. I'm a
good man now.

“Yes, you are.” Samantha smiled again,
enjoying the sparks as he leered back.

Knock-knock!

Wade rose, falling into alert mode. “Who is
it?”



“Jonny. The boss wants Samantha.”

Samantha carefully rose from the bed as Wade
opened the door.

“For what?” Wade stayed in the way so Jonny
couldn’t enter.

Jonny frowned at Wade. “Step aside. The
message is for her.”

Wade reluctantly moved over, but he kept a
hand on the doorframe so Jonny still couldn’t get
by him.

Jonny saw the twins were sleeping. He also
noticed the cabin was a mess, but it wasn’t dirty.
Baby items were everywhere. “Sam, the boss said
to tell you there’s a client in the brig who needs
your services.” Jonny quickly left as Wade’s face
filled with thunder and Samantha’s profile lit up
like a neon bulb.

Wade saw it too. He sighed. “I guess we aren’t
taking that walk.”

Samantha went to the closet to get her Eagle
jacket. “Later, okay? The boss needs me!”

Wade had to grin at her happiness.

“Can you watch the boys while I go see what’s
up, or would you rather | took them to the den
mothers?”

Wade frowned. “I can handle it.”

Samantha zipped her jacket and smoothed her
slightly wild hair. “Are you sure? You’ve seen
how they get when we don’t cover their needs fast
enough.”



Wade snorted. “They’re babies, Sam. I’ll be
fine.”

Samantha shrugged, now digging in her kit for
the folder she’d used during Neil’s trial. “There’s
no shame in asking for help. Remember that and
call a den mother if you need it.”

“I will.” Wade wanted to tell her it was too
soon for her to be doing real work, but he left that
for Neil. “He’ll probably be upset that 1 let you
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go.
“Yep. Want a perfect rebuttal?”

Wade grinned. She was already morphing into
lawyer mode. “Yes, please.”

“Tell him you’re not allowed to forbid me
from doing anything.” Samantha kissed his cheek
and went toward the exit. “If you ever do, we’re
done.”

Wade watched her walk down the hall, heart
now thumping. He knew that warning was real.
Samantha wasn’t going to tolerate men who
bossed her around.

Wade gently shut the door and scanned the
sleeping infants. “Looks like it’s just us, boys.” He
settled into the rocking chair. “We’ll finish our nap
and then see where the day takes us.”

Samantha nodded to guards and camp
members as she walked toward the stairs. It hurt a
little when she went down the steps, but not so
much that it dulled her happiness. | have my body
back!



Samantha felt a cold attitude as she neared the
brig. She scanned to find out who it was coming
from.

Sherman glared at her. “You’re here for the
traitor.”

Samantha frowned right back at the vocal
camp member, a little surprised. “I’m here to find
out what happened and help someone decide what
to do about it.”

Sherman gestured angrily. “That killer helped
Courtney. He knew and didn’t tell anyone.”
Sherman’s voice lowered. “He needs to be
removed; he doesn’t need a lawyer!”

Samantha entered the brig, sweeping the
mangled door Theo’s rookies were trying to fix.
The brig was neat and clean except for that. Sam
swallowed a shudder at the feel of being here
again. “Sounds like a lawyer is exactly what he
needs since he’s already been found guilty without
a trial.”

Darren, Theo’s top man, glared at Sherman.
“Get lost or pick a cell.”

Sherman went up the steps, muttering about
disloyalty being a death sentence.

Samantha flashed Darren a short smile of
gratitude for the support. “Thanks.”

Darren shrugged. “It’ll get worse. You should
have a guard.” Darren and the rookie crew didn’t
want to get into fights with anyone, but they were
taking their time fixing the door in case the guards



here needed help with that crowd. “We’re leaving
to join Marc in about ten minutes.”

Samantha frowned. “We’re all good now.
They had a party to celebrate the birth of my
twins.”

“I know, but people are fickle. They’d want
your defense if they screwed up, but the rest of the
time, you’re the old lawyer who gets the criminal
off without a punishment.” Darren met her eye.
“Watch your six. This might get ugly.”

Samantha hoped he was wrong. She went to
the only occupied cell.

Tim glanced up in relief. “Thank you, Lord.”

Samantha paled as she added the clues.
“Courtney confessed.”

“And I held that confession like my vows
require. The law is on my side.”

Samantha sat on the stool, mind spinning.
“Yeah... We don’t have those laws anymore,
Tim.” She wanted to give him better news, but she
refused to lie. “I’m not sure I can help you.”

“You’ll try, right?”

She nodded. “Of course. I need to do some
research.” She assumed the air of a lawyer, now
feeling like one. “Until I say otherwise, stop
admitting anything. Don’t discuss your case with
anyone. And pray. You’re going to need that help
too.”

“I already have been.” Tim gazed at her in sad
resignation. “Even if they insist, I still won’t give
in. The right to a private confession is important.”



Samantha wasn’t sure she agreed. She made a
quick note. “Tell me why it’s important. Maybe I
can use it to help you.”

“Because it was the first privacy right that ever
existed. If it goes, all the others will fall after it.
You’ll have no privacy in any way—including
medical. It’s not as big a deal now, but in the
future, when there are millions of people again,
it’ll matter in every way.”

Samantha saw his point; she still wasn’t sure if
she agreed. But I don’t make those rules this time.
Angela wants me on the other side to find the
loophole. Samantha stood up. “Try to relax. Enjoy
the extra rest.”

Tim sighed. “I hate being caged.”

“I might be able to get you released under
guard...” She stopped as he shook his head.

Tim glanced at the mangled door and the small
crowd that was gathering. “Boss said I’m safer in
here. She’s right.”

“We don’t need lawyers!” someone outside
shouted. “Let him rot!”

Samantha’s anger rose. “People who get
arrested are innocent until proven guilty!”

“He confessed!”

“That was the old world!”

Samantha went to the door without fear. “What
if you were accused of a crime? You’d want
someone to defend you.”

“He confessed! We know he’s guilty.”



“It 1sn’t that simple.” Samantha waved the hall
guard over. “Stay here until the boss sends
reinforcements. If they rush the cell, shoot them.”

“Without orders?”

Samantha nodded, walking toward the steps.
“They don’t want trials or lawyers or a defense,
even ifit’s called for. That’s a lynch mob gathering
the courage to drag a man out of his cell. If they do
it, kill them all. It’s not like they’ll need a lawyer
or a trial.”

Reminded of the seriousness, the guard slid a
hand to his gun.

Some of the crowd left, not wanting to be a part
of the next horror-filled situation in this camp.

The rest stayed put and glared into the brig.



Chapter Five

Cold Shield

1
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Do we have everything?”

Neil inspected the sheet on his clipboard again.
“Uh... We’re still short a few people, a weapons
bag, and our food for the day.”

Marc was aware of the lack of chatter in his
group as they stood on the top deck. He
understood. The sight of the island paradise was
stunning to their senses. They hadn’t viewed land
like this since leaving home. It was bittersweet and
very welcome. They’d only had a few pictures of
where they were coming to. Other than Kendle, no
one had known what to expect.

Marc ran his hand along the rail, testing it
automatically to verify it was sturdy. That was
another lesson they’d learned. These ships were
hardy, but they’d been made to have service
between cruises. They’d now had this vessel in
open ocean for eight weeks. It was a full month
over what most cruise liners did between breaks.

The breeze blew the scent of earth to them,
along with the faint odor of an engine. Their ship
was off now, but the basic services still required
fuel, which meant waste from using it. The exhaust



vents on the ship were at full power right now, still
pulling smoke from the halls.

“Got the food.” Ivan joined them near the
emergency boat chute. He began handing out the
bulging fanny packs as men and women laughed.

Neil swept the top deck for their missing
people while Marc sent a mental call for Greg to
hurry up.

“Theo’s coming. Kyle’s dragging him up the
steps.”

Marc snickered at Neil’s comment. Greg was
right behind the pair and pushing them along. It
was obvious Theo had been delaying both men.

Theo slid, still being pushed.

Kyle grabbed his arm and directed the slide
toward Marc. The line of people waiting next to
the rail moved aside so they weren’t bumped
overboard.

Greg handed the weapons bag to Neil.

Neil’s arm dropped to the deck, guns clanging.
“What the hell do you have in here?” Neil hefted
the bag onto a shoulder as Greg and the others
laughed. Greg had intentionally made it appear
light.

“Just some toys.” Greg took his place next to
Marc as lvan went to the other side.

Kyle joined Neil. He began offloading some of
the weight from the weapons bag by arming the
waiting rookies and level ones who weren’t
allowed to have a gun of their own yet except on
runs.



Marc regarded Neil.

Neil nodded. “That’s everything...” He peered
over his shoulder toward the ramp.

Marc shook his head. “That’s not our job
today.”

“I know. Just doesn’t feel right to leave Tim in
the brig while there’s a mini-mob outside his
door.”

“Angela and Samantha have it covered.” Marc
turned toward the first boat. “We go in sets of four,
one minute apart. Let’s roll.”

Neil followed automatically. “Did you say
Samantha?”

Marc waited until Neil was in the boat, then
nodded. “All Safe Haven prisoners get a lawyer.”

“It’s only been four days!” Neil’s face clouded
over. “No.” He stood up.

Marc shoved him out of the boat.

“Ahhh!” Neil hit the ocean below with a thick
splash. Salt water closed over him and filled his
nose and mouth.

“Cool off down there.” Marc waved casually
at Ivan. “Release us.”

“But we’ll hit Neil!”

“I’'m counting on it. If we don’t, I’ll hit you.”
Marc grinned coldly.

Ivan let go of the controls. “Nope. You do it.”

Marc regarded Greg.

Greg laughed. “Be happy to, Boss.” Greg took
over the controls. He released the boat



immediately, grin widening as they began to slide
down the chute.

Neil surfaced, wiping at his face. A familiar
sliding noise filled his ears.

Neil flipped around and dove... The boat
smacked him in the ass, knocking him deeper.

Neil swam back up, heart thumping. He
blinked, holding his breath. He saw the shadow of
the boat move away. He followed it as long as he
could, letting out air in tiny streams.

“Where is he?!” Ivan wasn’t amused. “Go get
him!”

Greg laughed. “The new guy is twitchy.”

Marc nodded, shifting on the bench seat. “I
think it’s about to get worse.”

Ivan frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Neil lunged from the water and grabbed Ivan
around the neck. He dragged him into the water.

Marc laughed with the others as Ivan drew his
knife and began thrusting wildly at whatever had
grabbed him.

Neil had dived down to avoid the coming
reaction. He surfaced near the boat and grabbed a
side to be pulled along.

Ivan broke the surface with a shout.

Marc waved at Daryl, who was bringing the
next load of people. “Pick him up as you come
through.”

Daryl saluted, laughing hard.



Ivan treaded water, spinning with his knife in
hand. “I think I’'m safer with sharks.” He spit,
trying to rid the salty taste from his tongue.

Marc fell into his thoughts as Greg started the
weak engine and steered them toward the small
bay. There has to be a solution that actually cures
the disease instead of treating the symptoms.

Greg rode the few swells, laughing with Neil
when it got a little rougher. They were both happy
to be off the ship and to have arrived, but it was
also going to be a man’s day and they needed that.

Kyle waited for his boat to hit the water and
then fired up the engine. He steered them next to
Ivan.

Daryl grabbed Ivan’s hand and pulled it to the
side of the boat so he could hang on like Neil was
doing as Greg brought Marc’s boat ashore. It was
a neat move that told any witnesses they were
trained in water maneuvers.

Kyle was glad it had worked as their audience
on the top deck let out a small cheer. They hadn’t
practiced water exercises much yet. Kyle was
certain that was soon to change.

Shawn finished his one-minute count, then
released his boat to follow. All the emergency
ships in this chute were being used today to ferry
Marc’s group back and forth. They’d hoped to use
the large rafts, but those were gone now, lost in
their various battles and adventures to get here.



Shawn said a prayer and fired up the engine as
they hit the water. Please let things stay calm
today. We don’t need more drama.

Marc exited the boat while Greg anchored it to
the sandy shore with a heavy stake and rope.

Neil walked ashore, stumbling over the
slippery rocks and garbage. The ocean debris was
gone, but a lot of it had come in here. The trash
was being pushed onto the beach by each wave.
Plastic bottles were the most obvious, but he also
picked out a shoe, a plastic bag, and a plastic cup.
| wonder if we can reuse those for something.

Marc nodded. “Add it to your list. All
observations are to be written so we can go over
them later and send updates to the ship.”

Neil got out his book, glad he’d thought to put
everything into his waterproof pouches for today.

Marc scanned the beach, noting the burn marks
and the body. Courtney’s corpse was half gone.
What the animals hadn’t eaten was slowly being
tugged apart. Pieces were coming back to the
beach, but a lot of it was being dragged into open
water. Marc assumed it would be gone by the time
they returned to this spot later. At least, | hope it
will be. That’s morbid.

It was also a vivid reminder that Angela
wouldn’t tolerate any more traitors. Marc thought
of placing heads outside their gate on the mountain
and approved. Sometimes, extreme methods were
called for.



“I see four paths.” Neil wanted to be in charge
of navigation on this run.

Marc waved distractedly. “As you would.”

Neil ignored his dripping clothes and the boots
attracting sand like magnets. He pointed at three
Eagles and led the way. “Each man goes fifty feet,
stays in sight and reports right back. Move out.”
Neil took the middle path and began walking.

The three level one Eagles hurried to a path,
swallowing grins of excitement. It had been a
surprise when level ones were chosen for this run.
They couldn’t wait to explore and then go back
and share those details. For a few minutes, a lower
level team would have the spotlight.

Marc was aware of the pleasure of his chosen
group so far. He sighed. Minus one.

Theo hurried over to Marc, half stumbling
under the pack he was wearing. “Marc! I need a
minute!”

Marc spun around, finger going to his lips.

Theo slowed, flushing. It had been so long
since he’d participated in moments like this that
he’d forgotten the first rule of landing anywhere
new—be quiet.

Marc turned toward the paths, listening for
trouble from the scouts. He didn’t expect any and
they probably didn’t need to do this since he’d
gone over the entire island last night, but it was a
training moment.

Theo grunted as he reached Marc,
unshouldering the pack. “They rushed me, Marc. |



may not have everything | need now to do what
you want.”

“That’s why I have gophers.” Marc swept the
two boys getting out of the last boat. Mike and
Timmy needed the adventure, the exercise, and the
good feelings that came with being useful. They
also needed to be out of Angela’s hair. She wasn’t
in the mood for boyish antics.

Theo saw the scouts coming. He frowned,
trying to remember what he was supposed to do
now.

“Don’t worry about that.” Marc dropped a
surprise. “The engineering crew are not Eagles.
They’ll need to try out like everyone else when we
have openings.”

Theo tried to summon anger; he found relief.
“Okay.”

Marc turned to scan the ship, impressed again.
Angela had made a note that Theo didn’t want to
be an Eagle anymore, but he hadn’t believed it. She
sees deeper into them than I do. I'll work on that.
It’s a handy skill for any leader. And invaluable
considering that I'm going to lead these men and
women into a final battle. | have to get myself
ready, too.

Neil and the scouts returned at roughly the
same time and met on the edge of the beach.

Marc waited, content to let Neil direct this part.
The back of his mind was working hard while the
rest of him was rolling through the motions. He’d
done this sort of thing as a Marine more times than



he could remember. It used to be his favorite part
of the mission. Today... I can’t lead them for that
final fight if I don’t find a solution to this. We’ll
stay right here and evil will take over the rest of
the world. At least that outcome will be different.
It’s not worth all their lives.

Neil came over to Marc. “Nothing in view in
any direction. The farthest path to the right is
where Adrian’s people went. We’ve recognized
the tracks. | suggest the farthest path to the left so
we don’t run into them.”

“As you would.”

Neil made a gesture, then pointed at four more
Eagles, all level ones. “Teams of two to lead us in.
Weapons holstered. Reggie, you’re with me.”

Reggie brightened. He hurried over to stand by
the middle path.

“Orders?” Neil knew Marc wasn’t in the frame
of mind to do this. He was curious how the man
would do while only half here.

“All structures are to be evaluated. She wants
us to start with the town, but we’ll do them all as
we find them. I counted a dozen that weren’t in the
main square. They’re spread out. Ration water and
food, watch where you step. There’s a tunnel
somewhere.” Marc didn’t react to his mind
flashing Kendle’s scars. She’d told him once that
it had happened underground. He hadn’t forgotten.

Neil made fast notes as Marc spoke.

“No looting or scavenging yet. No hunting. No
fighting unless we’re attacked.” Marc ran through



his mental notes. “Stay in sight. Short range
communication. Medics in the center. Move us out
in two.”

Neil hurried toward Kyle to share the notes.
“Two minutes.”

Theo waited with Marc.

“You’re in the middle, too. Get there.”

Theo sighed, heading that way. His face
flamed when he fell into the center as a protective
and Eagles stared or murmured. He lifted his chin.
I’'m still important.

Marc swept Ivan next, catching the slightly
bad attitude. He scowled at the man. “I know your
problem. If I send you back, she’ll humiliate you
and put you on the shittiest chore she can think of.”

Ivan’s tension fled, replaced with resignation.
“I don’t think the kids can cover it.”

Marc nodded. “I know the feeling. So will
every other Eagle on that ship. She’ll have more
protection today than if we’d all stayed to guard
her.”

Ivan grinned as he understood what Marc had
done. The warm sun and light was already drying
his clothes, but the smell of salt was sticking. He
felt itchy under his Eagle gear. “That was slick.”

Marc shrugged. “She’s rubbing off in some
ways. | feel smarter now, like | went through some
horrible class and passed it.”

“I’m in the horrible part still.”



“Yes.” Marc turned as Neil reached him.
“Keep Theo alive for me and we’ll have a beer
later.”

Ivan brightened.

So did Greg, even though he wasn’t sure he
was invited.

Neil scanned the manpower. | need someone
fast who isn’t afraid to take a hit or deliver one.
He signaled Megan. “Duty over Theo.”

Megan grinned, showing the spot where her
missing tooth should be. “Awesome.” She stepped
between Theo and the rookie medics who were
grumbling about on-the-job training. “I’ve got
him.”

Theo frowned at her. “You look like a hockey
player.”

Megan laughed. “Perfect. It’s my favorite
sport.”

Theo shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

Megan ignored his disapproval. She didn’t
care.

“Move out!” Neil led the way with the scouts
right behind him. He stepped into the tall weeds
lining the middle path. This is more like it. On
land, I'm good.

Marc winced as he caught the thought. Kendle
felt the same way, but that was another illusion.
We’re not really safe, ever. We just tell ourselves
we are so we can function.

Marc fell in behind Greg. Ivan took the rear.



Everyone tensed as they entered the jungle. In
less than a minute, their ship was out of sight, and
all they could hear was the slight roar of the ocean
and the droning buzz of island insects.

Daryl felt the boring run start to sink in and
sighed. He knew Marc had been here last night. If
there was danger, it had already been cleared out.
This is just a training run and I don’t feel like
playing the role today.

“You okay?”

Daryl nodded at Trent. “I’'m good. You?”

Trent shrugged. “Stomach isn’t happy, but I’'m
good otherwise. Land issues, I think.”

“It’1l ease off in a couple hours. The medics on
the ship told Kyle to just puke if he needed to and
drink a lot of water.”

“Marc said to ration the water.”

“I doubt he meant those with land sickness.”

“True.” Trent uncapped his canteen and drank
a generous amount. He swallowed a loud belch as
he stored it.

“Now curl your thumbs into your palms, like
an incorrect fist.”

Trent did it. “Okay. Why?”

“Stomach control. Give it a couple minutes
and your stomach will settle.”

Trent frowned, doubtful, but he kept his
thumbs curled into his palms.

Daryl wondered how Brittani was doing as
Angela’s supervisor. He tried to concentrate on the
duty at hand, but his mind didn’t want to focus on



anything. 7 don’t feel good. Gus rang my bell
harder than | thought.

Shawn moved up next to Daryl. He didn’t
speak.

Daryl nodded in recognition. If something
went wrong, they would fight back-to-back. But
there’s nothing here. Daryl was pale and walking
crooked. He straightened repeatedly, fighting the
imbalance of being on land. Most of them were
doing the same. Only a few were adjusting
quicker.

Shawn scowled. He felt good to be on land.
Why wasn’t everyone happy about it? Even
Marc’s got something going on. Shawn shrugged.
Glad it isn’t me this time. He scanned for danger
and enjoyed the feel of land under his boots.
Maybe Marc will assign an overnight crew here.
1'd love to spend the night by a campfire.

Pam caught the thought and sent it to Marc.

Marc stored it and went right back to his
thoughts.

Pam scanned the entire group and found a lot
of distracted leaders and excited rookies. She
agreed with Daryl’s thoughts that there wasn’t any
danger here. But if we re wrong, this entire group
could get wiped out. No one’s paying attention.
She cocked her head as an idea occurred. Will
Marc get mad if | wake them up?

Marc turned to scowl at her.

Pam flushed. Okay. | got it. No surprises.

Marc turned around and resumed walking.



“What was that about?” Shawn didn’t want her
to be in trouble.

“I asked a question and he said no.”

“Oh.” Shawn let it go, not wanting to pry.

Pam settled in for a boring walk. Are we there
yet?

Greg noticed the chatter. The rookies were
asking questions and making observations. The
senior men were marching along and realizing it
wasn’t going to be an adventure this time. Greg
remembered when he’d felt like the new men and
women. [ was eager for any run. It didn’t have to
be exciting. Greg grinned. | got over that quickly.
I guess almost dying changes a person’s
perspective.

“So does danger.” Kyle was walking right
behind Greg, trying not to trip. “Not all the rookies
are breaking rules.”

Both men glanced over at Megan, who was
marching along next to Theo. She wasn’t chatting
with anyone and her face held the marks of
concentration they knew from their own rookie
runs.

Greg shrugged. “We’ll include that one later
and see how deep it’s running.”

Kyle thought about nights around the fire with
Adrian. “You think Marc will do stuff like that?”

“l don’t know. I think the boss would, but
Marc’s different.” Greg didn’t mind. Each of their
leaders had a purpose and an attitude to match it.
But Angela’s the only one who makes me feel



fearless. She’d die to save her team. I still don’t
know that about Marc.

The two men listened to the rookies around
them for a minute. The rookies were in new gear
that didn’t have the faded spots and tears of the
senior men’s clothes. Each of those flaws held a
story the rookies wanted to hear but weren’t brave
enough yet to ask about.

“So how do you go all cold shield?” Hannah
was the opposite of Megan. She was barely
watching the path, let alone the rookie medics.

Ivan frowned. “I’'m already tired of your
chatter. Shut up.”

Hannah waved it off. “We’re safe here. Come
on. You’re supposed to train us on these runs.”

Ivan stared. “You want me to teach you
something? Now? While we’re entering an
unknown territory?”

Hannah nodded eagerly.

Still listening, Greg and Kyle exchanged grins.

“Fine. It feels cold. There’s tingling and
amazing brain waves that allow me to see better.
My spine locks in place against the icy feeling and
it doesn’t thaw until an hour after the mission
ends.”

People around them nodded approval at the
accurate description. Once that spine froze, the
courage was free to flow.

“But how do you do it?”



“Repetition, forcing my brain to concentrate
even when it doesn’t want to, and watching where
I put my feet.”

“What?”

Ivan pointed.

Hannah stepped forward as she glanced down.

The ground shifted sideways, revealing a gap.

“He—" Hannah fell into the hole and vanished.
The hatch teetered back into place.

Shawn and Greg burst out laughing as the rest
of the group stopped and hurried over.

Ivan shrugged. “She asked for a lesson.”

Hannah’s voice echoed up. “Oh, slam you,
Ivan!”

Ivan leered at Megan. “Okay.”

Megan blushed. She snorted and turned to do
a scan of their surroundings while everyone else
was distracted.

Marc pointed at Ivan. “You let her fall; you
bring her up.”

Ivan snapped a fast salute and jumped on the
edge of the teetering lid. He dropped straight
down.

“Hey! Get off my foot!”

Marc snickered as the others laughed and
Hannah shouted. Hannah was getting what she’d
asked for.

Ivan kept training her. “Kneel down, dig in
your kit, and find some form of light. I’ll count to
ten. One...”

“All right!”



Rustling sounds came as Hannah took off her
kit and unzipped it.

Marc scanned for issues and found Neil and
Kyle setting up a perimeter guard. Marc
immediately felt better. This is another of those
Adrian moments. He felt like this. Those men are
special in every way.

Kyle and Neil looked at him at the same time.
Their faces glowed with the inner knowledge
they’d always known. Having it recognized just
made it better.

Ivan’s voice echoed. “Good. Now put it out.
You’ve had a fast glance. If you leave the light on,
you’ll attract things.”

“Things?! What things?!”

“Calm down. Just climb up my back... That’s
my front. Keep going!”

“I am! Where’s the hole?”

“Sitting on my head.”

“What?!”

“It’s directly above you. Push on it.”

“Hold me steady... Careful with your thumb!
That’s not a bowling ball!”

“Oh. My. God.”

“I can’t reach. I’'m short a few inches.”

“I’m not.”

“What?”

There was silence from the hole.

Hannah shifted on his tensed shoulders.
“Ivan?”



“Brace. I’'m shoving you through. Something
moved down here.”

Hannah popped through the dirt an instant
later; the ground shifted again. Gabe grabbed the
edge of the lid to the tunnel and held it open while
Greg and Kyle yanked Hannah out of the way and
then sent two strong arms down for Ivan to grab.

Ivan lunged upward, grabbing both. He held
tight, legs drawing up as they pulled him through
the hole.

Gabe shined his light, hoping to see whatever
Ivan had heard. A small dark shadow darted
through the light and disappeared into the
darkness.

“A mole?”

Ivan shrugged, controlling his breathing so
they wouldn’t think he was scared or out of shape.
“Hard to say. We can check the books on the ship
for a list of underground animals on this island.”

Marc marked the location on his map, as did
several other people. They were all using hand
drawn maps right now. When they were settled,
Neil was already aware that he was expected to
make them real maps using a combination from
everyone.

Shawn kicked off a corner of the lid so they
would be able to spot it on the return trip. And to
let in a little light. Maybe it will kill whatever else
Is down there. Vampires came to his mind. Shawn
shrugged it off uneasily as Neil got the group
moving again. Vampires don’t exist.



His mind refused to let it go. You mean like
magic?

Shawn fell into those thoughts and didn’t come
back out.

“Let’s move.” Neil could feel Marc getting
Impatient.

The lines reformed with nearly everyone
casting looks at the hole. Many of them were now
afraid they would be assigned to clear that tunnel.
The rest were hoping for that honor and adventure.

“Did you see that?” Megan put a hand on
Theo’s arm. “Did anyone else see something green
and moving straight? Would have been about four
feet in the air.” Megan glanced around.

Heads shook.

Megan frowned. “No one?”” She sighed when
senior men gave her hard scowls. “Could have
been an awning, | guess. Or a roof tile. We should
be close to the town by now.”

People straightened at the reminder. There
could be action now.

Greg and Darren exchanged a glance.

Darren nodded. He moved closer. Megan had
her hair in a braid and strongly reminded Darren
of the boss. Angela had worn hers the same way
when she was a rookie. She’d been doing a long
ponytail for the last few weeks. Darren thought it
was sexy on her, but the braid on Megan made him
want to wrap it around his rough hands. “Put it in
your report.”

Megan frowned. “But there’s no verification.”



“Trust yourself first and your team second in
moments like this.” Darren fell back next to Greg.
The two men scanned ahead and let alert mode
take over in case the rookie was right.

Megan waved at Theo to go as she dug out her
book and fell in behind him to record her
observation. It was entry number one.

“Why did he tell us to keep Theo alive? He
isn’t in danger.”

Greg shrugged. “Just giving the rookies some
drama maybe.”

Marc looked over his shoulder and pointed.

Ivan paled. “Snake!”

Greg ran forward and shoved Theo out of the
way.

The snake struck, hitting Greg’s kit. It clamped
down, releasing a stream of venom that rolled
down the pack.

Greg dropped it and snatched his knife.

“Let it go.” Marc used a stick to pop the
snake’s jaw loose. He jumped as it hissed and
scurried off.

Greg regarded his pack. “Get me a vial. We
have our first sample.”

Eugene hurried to open his medical kit. He was
a rookie, but he already loved his job. He’d been
planning to be a doctor before the war. He just
wished he didn’t have to ever leave camp to do it.

Gabe frowned. “Sample for what? It was a
snake. We saw it.”



Trent stepped by him to hold the vial while
Greg squeezed his pack into a funnel to direct the
dripping yellow venom. “To find out if the animals
here are contaminated.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” Gabe stepped
forward to help.

Marc waited impatiently, making eye contact
with Megan.

Megan moved closer to Theo. “Stay by my
side.”

Theo nodded, brushing himself off. “Thanks,
Greg.”

“It’s my honor.” Greg wiped the rest of the
pack on the grass and slung it over his shoulder
where it was exposed to the air and not his skin.
“Let’s roll.”

“We are close.” Kyle had the real map out. He
handed it to Neil and moved in front so Neil could
check it while he had point. The smooth transfer
was noticed by several of the rookies and level one
Eagles.

“Got another flipper over here.” Trent marked
it on his map.

Kyle came over to investigate it.

“Put a hole in it and move on.” Marc copied
that method of marking. When they got
underground, it would be a distinctive feature in
the tunnel hatches that they could modify to give
their exact locations.

Kyle kicked the hatch with his heel. A harsh
scent floated out of the darkness.



Kyle froze, paling.

Bang!

Bang!

“She’s hit!”

“He’s dead! Cesar’s dead!”

“Who did it? Did Adrian get him?”
“Other side’s pourin’, Boss.”

“No. It was Cynthia.”

“You okay?”

Kyle nodded, coming out of the past slowly.
“Other side was pourin’.”

Neil blanched, jerked into the past against his

will.

Neil rushed to help Adrian hold the powerful
gun steady.

The semi hurried toward them, grinding gears
as it picked up speed. Huge bullets traced a path
of destruction up the road and finally began to
plunge into the rig.

The windshield shattered as they tilted the gun
up. The driver swerved too late. Blood sprayed
across the cracked glass.

Now out of control, the truck continued its run.

Kyle touched Neil’s arm. “Sorry.”

Neil nodded, calming. “It’s over. We
survived.”

Greg heard that. He forced himself to keep
walking, fighting the feeling of shock that always



tried to claim his mind when he thought of the rest
stop.

Marc had caught it all. He walked behind Neil,
thoughts snagged in a new direction. I'm working
with an army of shell-shocked men. The smell of
death takes them back to their hairiest moments,
the ones that should have killed them. I have to
remember that while | train them. The rookies
won’t have those reactions. They haven’t been in
the shit as deep as the senior men. | need to help
them get over it so they don’t have that weakness
during battle or life. Marc had always hated how
the military had treated men after they gave so
much to their country. Safe Haven isn’t going to
cast them aside. We re going to heal them so they
can live again.

Marc watched Neil and Kyle split the group in
half without making a single gesture or giving any
orders. And some of them we’ll keep using until
they drop dead. Then we’ll harvest their brain and
find a way to build them a robot body.

Neil grinned. “I have some features I’d like to
request.”

Marc laughed. “Don’t we all?”

Kyle saw the edge of a road and the first
building emerging through the trees and grass. He
lifted a hand.

Neil gestured, relaying the order.

Everyone put their hand on a favorite weapon
and fell into Eagle walk formation. The twenty-



two fighters and workers came out of the jungle as
one army, all ready to face whatever was waiting.



Chapter Six

Watch The Ground

1

(14
Hang on.” Kyle stopped the group. “This

isn’t a town.”

Marc and the others swept the flat, long area.
It was overgrown in high grass all the way to the
tree line of the jungle that began again right behind
it.

Neil added the clues. “It was a runway.” Only
the deep ruts straddling the weedy paths verified
that. There were no planes, no trucks, no fuel
station, or reception building. The one tiny
structure would barely fit two people at the same
time. It was the basic an airport had to have-a flat
spot to land.

Kyle nodded, narrowing in on brass twinkling
in the dim morning sun. “Looks like a gunfight.”
He waved Shawn over.

Shawn was great at tracking and identifying
weapons and their ammunition, even the used
casings. “We have .45s, a shotgun....and a few rifle
shells. This was a big fight.”

“Can you narrow the trajectory?” Kyle wanted
to know everything about each site before they
moved on.



Shawn concentrated, picking out a pattern.
“The ruts are lighter as they go north. The plane
was taking off.” He pointed. “The shots came from
there.”

Everyone inspected the trees.

“Just like she described.” Marc ignored Neil’s
lifted brow. Kendle had given him more details
about the island than she had anyone else, but he
was still piecing it together from her disjointed
descriptions and her memories. He’d skipped a lot
of those, but the sight of hungry teeth coming
toward her nipple was one he couldn’t banish from
his mind. He still wanted to kill her tormentor. He
was glad the man had been removed, but he
wanted to do it himself. “Keep moving. Write
down those observations for the boss.”

There was a small flurry of activity as rookies
and senior Eagles alike did what he’d reminded
them to cover. No one wanted to go back and tell
Angela they’d forgotten an order.

Marc consulted his personal map. “We should
reach a home almost right away.” He skimmed the
drawings. “It’s the...crazy lady’s home and store.
There’s a small creek after that and then a
treehouse-type blind. The town is half a mile after
that, over rough terrain. We’ll be at the center of
the island then. On this path, we’ll cross the top of
the cliff first.”

People adjusted kits and straightened their
lines as Neil took back over leading them. They
stepped on and over the bullet casings with



adrenaline starting to flow. The site was proof this
island hadn’t always been boring and might not be
now either.

“Do you think that was Kendle’s escape site?”
Ivan was stewing on her story.

Marc nodded. “Yes. And that means there
were people alive here when she left.”

It was proof that she’d lied, but no one felt
angrier than they already had been. It wasn’t a
surprise.

Marc pointed at a shadow. “Check that shed.”
He knew it probably held a communication
method for pilots who landed, but he wanted to be
thorough.

Neil chose Megan, Ivan, and Darren. He was
aware of how the senior men were keeping track
of the rookie female. “Clear and return. One
minute. No scavenging.”

Megan waved at Gabe. “You have Theo.” She
hurried to join Greg and Darren. The two men had
already headed toward the shed.

Neil was impressed the rookie had covered her
ward before leaving his side. Maybe they 're right
to be watching her.

Ivan and Darren slowed a little to let Megan
catch up.

“You have point, rookie.” Ivan fell behind her
to provide support. So did Darren.

Megan marched forward and inspected the
ground. She went all the way around the shed,
checking for traps and locks. Finding none, she



reached for the door handle. “Darren with me.”
The shed was small. All three of them wouldn’t fit
inside and Darren was slightly smaller than lvan.

Darren hurried in, gun coming out. Ivan
stopped at the doorway, gun staying holstered. The
smell of slowly rotting wood filled their noses.

“Clear!” Darren holstered and stood by the exit
as Megan did a fast check of the contents.

“Empty fuel cans, a tool kit, a radio and
battery, a charger... And blood.” Megan retreated
so Darren could examine it.

Darren noted the bloody handprint and lack of
other signs. Sawdust on the floor didn’t hold
tracks. So how did they get a bloody body out
without leaving a mess? “Fake.”

Megan stared. “What?”

“It’s a decoy. No way to have hands that
bloody and not leave another trace in here
somewhere.” He scanned again to be sure he
hadn’t missed a spot.

Megan watched him, emotions breaking
through for a split second. He'’s even smarter than
I thought. I wish he’d ask me out. I don’t have the
balls to ask him.

Darren blinked as he caught the thought. He
stayed facing away from her. “You wanna get a
beer later?”

“I absolutely do.” Megan beamed at him to be
clear she was interested.



Darren didn’t turn around. He didn’t want to
look at her yet. He was too stunned. | read her
mind. I'm a descendant!

Ivan poked his head inside. “Welcome to the
family.”

Megan frowned. “Come again?”

Darren waved at Ivan to stop, but the man
didn’t notice fit.

“Darren just found out he’s one of us.”

Megan’s face iced over. She pushed by
Darren. “Drink that beer by yourself. I’'m busy.”

Ivan stared after her, confused. “Damn. I
didn’t think she was like that.”

Darren sighed. “I didn’t either.” He
immediately brightened. “And it doesn’t matter. I
now have another pool of women who can break
my heart. [ don’t need her for that.”

Ivan clapped him on the shoulder as he
emerged. “That’s the spirit.”

Megan kept walking, chin up and face blank,
but her mind was racing. He finally asks me out
and now this! I'm never going to get a break. I'm
already not smart enough for Darren. Now I’'m not
the right kind either. Damn this new world!

She pushed Gabe out of her spot. “I’ve got it!”

Gabe retreated from her sharp tongue. “You’re
welcome.”

“Stick it!”

Gabe returned to his place. “What’s her
problem?”



“Irreconcilable differences.” Marc motioned
Neil to get them moving before anyone could
guestion him.

Megan walked without glancing back, heart
settling into stone. I don 't have a chance with him
now. Might as well adopt a kitten and become a
cat lady.

Ivan was offended for Darren. I'm sure you
can find someone else if a descendant isn’t good
enough for you.

Megan snorted. “Other way around. And mind
your own business, okay? I don’t need the drama.”

Ivan realized they’d misunderstood. He kept it
to himself for the moment, not wanting to distract
them all by passing the correction.

Darren had already caught it. He tried not to
stew on it as he walked. I'm a descendant now.
What are the rules? I might not even be allowed to
pick my own mate. Darren lifted his chin and
settled into his job. I'll talk to someone later.

Shawn gave a low grunt. “Just tripped over
another hatch. Mark it?”

“Yes.” Neil added it to his map as he walked
behind Shawn.

None of them flinched from the loud crunch as
he kicked through a corner of the hatch, but they
all wondered how far it was echoing each time
someone did that. If there were other people on this
island, they knew they weren’t alone anymore
even without the sight of so many ships
surrounding their home.



Marec still hadn’t caught thoughts from anyone
but their group and Kendle’s people, though those
had been this morning right before he’d almost
gotten married. Marc planned to finish that
moment as soon as he found time. He was planning
a beautiful dawn moment on the top deck with a
captain to marry them and two witnesses.
Everyone else could throw them a party. Marc just
wanted to get married. It had become important to
him to seal their final vow. He wasn’t sure why.
He wasn’t as jealous now, and he didn’t worry
over their deaths as much, but he knew things
hadn’t changed. He wanted to be able to call her
his wife and enjoy that feeling for a while.

“I see a shack house. Might have a store under
it.” Kyle lowered his glasses and stored them. “No
signs of life.”

Neil felt Marc’s impatience go up a notch.
“We can clear this and catch up.”

“We’ll wait. Take them in.”

Neil and Kyle led two small groups of rookies
toward the shack home, mindful of the rule not to
loot yet. They scanned for items as they went,
marking locations for a later pickup, but there
wasn’t much.

Megan studied the ground around the tree line,
noting several tracks that were recent. Two men
and a woman. | think. She’d done well in tracking
training on the ship, but it wasn’t the same as field
experience. The female print is lighter. It could
also be a light man.



Megan swept Theo, found him safe and by her
side, then went back to scanning the ground. |
don’t see casings or dried blood, but there was a
scuffle here. It just wasn’t so bad that anyone bled.
She narrowed in on a wide scuff and a small
handprint. The woman (or light man) was hit from
behind and knocked down. She followed the trail
with her eyes and pointed. “There’s another
hatch.”

Greg had been studying her this time. He
nodded approval and went to kick a hole in the
corner. He thought Megan was cute, but he already
had a chosen cover story. At some point, he would
ask Lisa out and they would become a happy
couple that no one would ever suspect of not being
perfect for each other.

Megan enjoyed the attention from the senior
men, but she was too nervous to really appreciate
it. It was important that she do a good job on this
run. My career will be all I have. | need to be the
best at what I do so I'm always valuable to the
descendants.

“Clear!” Neil’s call echoed. The shack and
home were falling apart. And there had been
another shootout. Casings littered the ground and
the porch, but there were no bodies or blood.

Neil and Kyle returned to Marc. “More
casings; food was on the plates. They left in a
hurry. No other clues. Some basic loot still in the
store. Whatever it was, they weren’t cleaned out
afterward.”



“Maybe the people died, so they couldn’t come
back.” Hannah was aware of the attention Megan
was receiving. She wanted in on that.

“Maybe.” Neil waited for Marc to make the
call.

“Keep moving. We’re not leaving guards
here.”

Kyle took the lead while Neil marked his map;
the group advanced again.

The sound of flowing water came to them a
few minutes later.

“That must be the creek.” Daryl frowned.
“Didn’t Kendle say it had gators or something?”

Marc nodded. “Crocodiles. There’s an
alternate crossing method.”

Everyone was glad to hear that. They walked
toward the creek with careful steps and continuous
sweeps of the ground for the dangerous reptiles.

“Two crocodiles at 3 o’clock.” Kyle held up a
hand and pointed at an alternate path.

The group went around, remembering their
beach escape. The reptiles there had attacked them
without provocation. They were expecting the
same here.

The two fat crocodiles watched them, but they
didn’t budge from their sunny spots against a
fallen tree. The crocodiles were wider than the
trunk and half as long.



“No predators here.” Darren knew how that
circle worked. “The people here left them alone or
they wouldn’t be so big.”

“Creek in five feet.” Kyle stopped them.
“Senior men on a tight perimeter. Watch the
ground.”

“And the trees.” Neil pointed at a snake curling
around a branch near him. He slowly backed up,
heart pounding. Guess this isn’t as boring as some
people thought it would be.

The creek was clear and moving fast. Marc
was surprised by it. He hadn’t expected the island
to have a creek, river, or any other moving water
source. At best he’d hoped for a pond that had been
made into a community well. This was infinitely
better.

Shawn knelt and scooped a handful of water.
He took a tiny taste and spat it out. “It’s fresh.”

Greg pointed. “Snowfall melting maybe?”’

They peered at the tall cliff that towered above
them by at least a hundred feet.

“I don’t think it gets cold enough for that
here.” Marc scanned for the seat Kendle had told
him about. His lips thinned. “Our alternate
crossing method isn’t going to work. Come up
with something, quickly.” Marc already had ideas,
but this run was more about training than
accomplishing anything. If he needed to direct
them, he would.

Neil scowled at the cut lines and broken
wooden seat. “Someone destroyed it.”



Megan had been studying the ground again.
“I’d say they were trying to trap someone on this
side.”

“We are on the backtrail.” Darren put it
together in a flash. “That runway was where she
escaped. All the rest is her backtrail. Even the
bloody hand in that shed. It was hardened. It had
been there a while.”

Kyle pointed. “We can cross there. Move that
big tree over; lift it and let it fall across. We walk
over.”

Hannah lifted a brow. “You mean the tree the
crocodiles have claimed?”

Gabe shrugged. “We can search for a bigger
one or cut one down...”

“No cutting. Angela’s orders.” Darren turned
toward the reptiles. “There’s an easier way. We
know the gators on the beach didn’t like fire. We’ll
use torches and get them to move.”

The senior men liked the adventurous plan.
The rookies and level ones glanced at Marc,
hoping he overruled them.

“Do it.” Marc scanned for trouble and found
another hatch. He went over and kicked the corner
through himself.

The loud noise startled the crocodiles. They
took off toward the water with hisses and whipping
tails.

Darren grinned at Marc. “Wish I’d thought of
that.”



Marc laughed. “Guard duty, right here.” He
marked the hatch on his map, then joined the men
to help lift the fallen tree.

Megan stayed by Theo and did fast sweeps of
their surroundings while ignoring Darren, who
began doing the same from a few feet away.

“Tallest people on the end. When we lift, you
push upward.” Neil wasn’t sure how this would go.
“Lift!”

Marc used his new strength to help direct the
heavy tree. He let the men and women work, but
not so much that they would be hurt or tire
themselves out. “In the future, we’ll need a bridge
here.”

Theo nodded. He added it to his notes, aware
of sweat starting to roll down his back. He’d
chosen to wear a full coat and now he was
regretting it.

Megan saw the beads of perspiration rolling
over Theo’s neck. She frowned. “Take that coat
off. You’ll overheat.”

“No room for it in my kit.” He’d stuffed it with
books.

“I have room. Give it here.”

Theo reluctantly removed his coat to reveal
that cut body.

Megan ignored it as she stored his coat, but
every other female there turned toward him as if
drawn by a string.

Theo grinned.

The other men scowled.



Megan blew out a snort. “Rookies!”

Darren laughed with her, glad she appeared
immune to Theo’s charms.

Theo also noticed it. 1 wonder who has her
attention so wrapped up? Even the boss gave my
arms a quick glance the other night.

“Good. Set it near the edge of the creek...”
Neil grunted, hefting his end. “Now push it up!”

The group shoved the tree upward, hoping
those at the bottom could hold it steady.

Neil saw it start to fall. “Let it go!” He gave a
huge shove in the direction they needed.

Everyone jumped as the tree fell across the
creek and crashed into the ground. A huge cloud
of dust and debris flew upward, but the tree didn’t
roll.

Kyle scanned it, nodding. “Line up and get
across. If you start to slip, hug the tree.”

Rookies swallowed nervously as they lined up,
muttering and sharing dismayed expressions.

Marc waited until the rest of the group was
moving, ready to use his shield on anyone who
fell.

No one did. They moved fast and carefully, all
crossing in just seconds to clear the creek and
make room for the rest of the team.

Marc came over last, despite the ugly looks
from his protection. He walked calmly over the
tree, mind already falling back into the deeper
thought level.

Greg sighed. “Watch out for him.”



Ivan nodded. “It’s funny, though. Even
distracted, he’s a good leader.”

“Imagine what he’d be like at full capacity.”

Marc frowned. He hadn’t realized everyone
knew he was distracted. “Sorry.”

Ivan waved it off. “This is mostly a training
run anyway. We’ve got it covered.”

“What if they’re too scared to lie or break
laws?” Neil couldn’t take Marc’s silent meditation
anymore without trying to help. “Or we could
reward the good behavior.”

Marc wasn’t offended that Neil was in his
head. “We’ve tried the reward system. It already
failed.”

“What about fear?”

“Maybe, but magic won’t always exist. When
it’s gone, so is the ability to know who’s lying.”

“Truth serum...” Neil realized that wouldn’t
work either. “Guess we’d have to dose people
continuously.”

“Dose people...” Marc’s lower level thoughts
kicked in harder. “Dose them.”

“Yeah. We could put it in the rain so everyone
gets hit with it.”

Gabe scowled. “You mean cloud seeding.
That’s not real.”

“It was.” Marc followed Neil, mind going to a
run not long after he became a Marine. “My squad
and | defended a site where they were building a
cloud machine. Governments around the world
wanted to control the weather.”



“That’s not real.”

“We had fluoride in the water to mass dose
people against cavities, and we had cloning to
perfect the human body, but you can’t believe in
seeding clouds to make it rain?”

Gabe fell silent, trapped. The first two were
proof that the third could have existed.

“There were public ads in newspapers. LA had
a lot of that. The environmental groups couldn’t
shut it down, so they demanded the public be made
aware. The government agencies put tiny
classified ads in the papers and told the judges they
were complying.” Marc wanted it clear that he’d
researched the subject. “Cloud seeding not only
existed, but they were also close to perfecting it.”

“Another good reason for a war; it stopped
America from gaining control over the weather.”

Marc frowned at Ivan. “China was close to
perfecting it, not us. The site | guarded was in
China. We were sent through the UN.” Marc
refused to consider the rest of that mission. He’d
done his duty with the foreign nations and then
against several of those. The only country he was
loyal to was America, but he felt bad about some
of the things he’d helped the UN do during his time
as a Marine. If I could do it over, I wouldn't join.
1'd stay with Angie and be a happy family.

“And you would have all died in the war.
Don’t be an idiot.” Ivan turned to scan behind
them.



Marc locked his thoughts and tried to
concentrate on the job at hand. Ivan was almost
certainly correct. If he hadn’t been a Marine, he
wouldn’t be alive now.

“I see a house.” Neil consulted his map.
“Shouldn’t this be the town?”

“Yes, but her memory is a little screwed.”
Marc didn’t blame Kendle for not remembering
exactly where everything was. She’d been through
a traumatic experience while on this island. “Set a
perimeter and clear the outside.”

Marc walked with his guards and the rookies
as Neil and Kyle took half of the senior men and
all of the level ones. Marc was impressed again by
how the two men were ready for these moments.
They didn’t have to stop and think; they knew
what they wanted to do and how to get it done.
Marc assumed they’d discussed the plans before
leaving the ship, but he wasn’t entirely sure.
Adrian had trained these two the hardest. It had
clearly paid off.

Neil hated the house on sight. Kendle’s
description didn’t do the Kraft mansion justice.
She’d told them it was a secure estate against a
small cliff, with a dirt connection that allowed
people to enter from either side of the property.
She’d said the main house was tall and wide, with
dark paint and an odd lean.

Neil immediately thought of the houses from
horror films. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly



which one. The triangle roof on a square frame
stopped it from matching up. It made him twitchy.

Kyle understood the feeling. The mansion
didn’t give off the impression of happy people
dwelling inside. It said ugly things had happened
here and more would again in the future. Kyle
drew his gun and moved toward the front porch.

Neil followed him, waving the level ones to
stay by the steps. “Watch your six and keep a hand
on your weapon.”

Kyle and Neil peered into the shuttered
windows, but neither man was able to discern even
furniture through the small cracks. There were no
prints or blood spots or even damage to give them
a hinky feeling, but it still grew as they met in front
of the door.

Kyle did the next logical thing—he rang the
bell.

Everyone flinched as a loud gong sounded
somewhere inside the house. Rookies looked to
Marc for instructions. The senior men advanced,
ready to defend their team leaders if necessary.
The level ones stayed where they were and tried to
recall lessons that might help them through this
moment.

Marc caught it all. How did Adrian keep each
level and their reaction straight? How did he
handle each level without dividing them? Marc
wanted to know all of Adrian’s secrets. Despite
their rivalry, he respected Adrian’s mind. And if |



can do it, I won’t need as much contact with him
to make my plans work.

Kyle rang the bell again, braced this time.

Neil shook his head. “It feels empty.”

“And also occupied.”

Neil grunted. “Exactly, but not by people.”
Neil went to clear the rear, waving half the level
ones with him.

Kyle signaled the senior men to set a tight
perimeter as Marc and the rookies joined them in
front of the mansion.

The rookies were easily distracted by peering
up at the three-story home and imagining what it
might have been like before the war. Even the
senior men wondered if there were any luxuries
inside as they did sweeps and kept track of Kyle’s
team. They were going to clear the other side of
the estate that hadn’t been viewed yet.

Marc waited impatiently, getting annoyed with
his mind for refusing to pay attention.

Marc’s demon didn’t like him being upset.
Shall I shut the thought door and bring us to battle
mode?

No, not yet. Marc didn’t want to stop working
on the problem. He just wanted the solution to
present itself.

What if there isn’t a solution? What if it’s
supposed to be this way?

He frowned. But to what end? So we do finally
destroy ourselves? That can’t be the grand plan. 1
refuse to accept that. I'll find a way. Or Angie will.



Or one of the council. Before we leave this island,
one of us will have the solution to peace on earth.
Marc sighed. | need a new clue. We have to reach
the next stop on our star map. We have one spot
open, other than hell, but we... Marc froze. Hell!
We haven’t been to hell to examine those clues.
Marc’s stomach fell. Joel’s the master there now.
We 're not done with him yet.

“All clear back there.” Neil led his team to
Marc. “Nothing to report. Just flat land and a weak
fence that’s about to fall apart. And a basement
entrance. It was locked too.”

Kyle joined them. “Nothing on the side at all.
Not even a window.”

Marc gestured. “Let’s keep going. I want to hit
the town before lunch.”

Neil checked his watch and was surprised to
find it was almost 11 am. “Time went by fast on
this run.”

Marc didn’t answer.

Ivan signaled. “Get us moving.”

Neil frowned at the man. “Mind your level.”

Ivan laughed. “Okay.”

Neil let out a sigh, turning away.

Ivan snickered. Neil had gotten the best of him
earlier, but he was all in the game now.

Neil led the group, wondering when Marc
would send people to explore the inside of the
mansion. He suddenly hoped he wasn’t chosen for
that chore. It feels bad here. Neil made sure his



walk wasn’t faster than normal, but there was no
denying he had the urge to get gone.

The others followed, wishing he would hurry
up. The vibes here were ugly. No one wanted to
stay.

Marc walked and thought, digging deeper.

Greg stayed close, hoping Marc was able to
find the solution. They all wanted the world to
remain peaceful after they were gone. If it didn’t,
then their sacrifices and honor had been in vain.

Hannah moved next to Ivan. “Are you mad?”

Ivan sighed. “Not anymore. You still
annoyed?”’

She shrugged. “Not anymore.”

They shared a grin.

Megan sighed, wishing it was that simple for
her and Darren. She snatched a peek at him and
found his attention centered on her. She quickly
turned around to scan another direction.

Green eyes floated in the tree line.

Megan opened her mouth to tell everyone. And
then she shut it. They don’'t believe me, but Angela
might. Megan recorded it in her book.

The leaves swayed; the green eyes didn’t.
They blinked out and were gone.

Megan noted the location. It seemed like they
were being followed at a distance. Someone’s
keeping track of us.

Neil led the group toward a clear area, hoping
this was the town. He was getting tired of the walk.



His legs weren’t used to the earth now. He would
have to work up to longer times on land.

Marc snorted.

Neil flushed. Marc wasn’t going to give any of
them time to slowly adjust.

“Angela, not me.” Marc shrugged. “I’d like to
take a week and relax, explore, but we can’t afford
it. The UN will be here, with all their little
minions, in less than a month. We have to get
ready to fight for our lives.”

“Yet again.” Daryl grimaced. “Is this all there
1s? Fight or die, breathe, fight or die, breathe?”

Marc nodded. “I think so, but I’'m working on
it.”

Daryl didn’t answer. If Angela had told him
that, he might have taken a little hope. He didn’t
believe in Marc for things like this. Marc wasn’t
deep enough. I miss Adrian. He would know what
to say here.

Marc’s demeanor turned cold. “Adrian was
great for making you feel safer, but you never
really were.” Marc waved it off when Daryl would
have argued. “Let me give you some hope—you
don’t have to leave the island. When we go back
to fight, you can stay here and play house with
your new bride. Better?”

Daryl snorted. “She isn’t staying here.”

“Have you asked her?”

“Don’t need to.” Daryl realized that was part
of his bitterness. “She’s going to follow Angela to
her death, like so many of the others.”



People frowned at Daryl, ready to set him
straight.

Marc nodded. “Maybe. Maybe you, too.
Destiny doesn’t stop because we get married, find
a mate, or pop out a kid. Does it?”

Daryl glared at him. “No.”

“What can we do about it? Quit? Give up and
walk away?”

“Not an option, even if she would, which she
won’t.”

“Then what’s left?”

Daryl sighed, anger fading into sadness. “Fight
or die, then breathe until the next fight.”

Marc gave him a sympathetic look. “I
understand. | do. | want nothing more than to live
on this piece of dirt forever with my family. | just
can’t. You, at least, have a choice.”

Daryl grunted. “Not really. If I stay behind, 1
lose her, and nothing will ever get me to do
something that causes us to split. Nothing.”

“I understand that t0o.” Marc gestured. “Come
walk with me. We’ll chat while Neil finds this
mystery town.”

Daryl went, but he refused to admit Marc had
made him feel better. I guess knowing there isn’t a
choice makes it uglier, but easier in a way.

“Uh, Marc.” Neil’s voice was stunned. “I
found it.”

Marc and the others stopped at the tree line,
picking out the problem.



“It’s gone.” Greg swept the scene, confused.
“Why would they burn it?”

No one had an answer. They stared in shocked
dismay at the wide half-circle of charred building
frames. The town was gone. All the plans they’d
made for moving right in vanished and drifted
away on the breeze.

“Get a perimeter set up.” Marc unslung his kit
and opened it.

Neil turned on him. “You knew! You found
this last night.”

Marc nodded. “I did a fast run through of all
the areas we covered today.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Does Angela know?”

“I told her last night. She knows.” Marc
dropped his kit at his feet and turned on the Geiger
counter. “I didn’t tell you because she said not to.”

Ivan was still scanning the town. Only three
buildings hadn’t burnt to the frames. The fire had
damaged all the buildings and the weather was
finishing them off. “This is why you’re in your
head today.”

“It got to me.” Marc was glad when the counter
didn’t react. He stored it and took out his water
testing kit. “Find the well they were using.”

Neil and Kyle chose senior men for the
perimeter duty. They joined those men, scanning
and pondering what Angela would do now. She’d
planned on using these buildings. That wasn’t
going to be possible.



Marc followed Theo and Darren as they
searched for the well. He’d expected a frame, but
the fire could have destroyed it and burned the well
down to a hole in the ground.

“I think this was it.” Hannah kicked a charred
board with her boot. A chunk fell off. The rest slid
forward and disappeared. A dull splash echoed.

Marc knelt by the hole and began unwinding
the wire he’d attached this morning so he would be
able to test any deep water they found. He deftly
scooped a vial and pulled it up, winding the cord
around his wrist.

Theo was there to take the vial and pour the
water on a test patch.

Everyone waited for the color to change.

Theo shook the patch and added more water.

Nothing happened.

Marc waved. “Take a sample back so we can
verify it. Don’t forget to label where it came
from.”

Theo frowned. “Won’t the entire island run off
one water table?”

“I think so, but we can’t be sure, so we’ll be
careful. Take a sample of all water sources, even
the creek. We’ll get that on a different run.”

Greg shifted his kit to a more comfortable
position. “Aren’t we going now? There’s no
reason to stay.”

Marc got set to work. “Nothing has changed
for us. This is the only spot on the island that’s flat
enough to build what we have to have. This is still



our base. We just have more prep than we planned
for.” Marc put his kit on and squared his shoulders.
“We’re clearing the remaining structures. After,
we’ll have lunch while Theo does his evaluations.”

The three buildings still standing were the
restaurant, the general store, and a long barn at the
edge of a cleared, level plot of land next to an
orchard. The orchard held apples and the trees
were in full harvest. Marc motioned Eugene to get
a few samples of those. “Maybe we can have apple
pie this week if those are good. Vial it.”

The standing buildings were charred in places
and missing shutters, parts of doors and windows.
Curtains and faded blinds hid what was inside the
restaurant and the store. The barn was open. Marc
went that way to clear it.

“Wait. Work? Doing what?” Timmy had
agreed to come because all he had to do was walk.

“Our animals have to come off that ship. We’ll
pick corral sites, clear them, and follow Theo’s
designs to build what we need.”

Theo immediately began studying the areas
around the charred frames and leaning walls.
“Does she want anything special?”

“Didn’t she give you notes?” Marc was certain
Angela hadn’t forgotten it.

Theo paused to consider. He flipped through
his book and got lost in what he found.

Megan stiffened, turning at a new noise. |
know that. She strained, pulling up the sound.



Ivan shoved Theo forward as a thick branch
broke off and thumped to the ground where he’d
been standing.

Rookies stepped away from Theo, not wanting
to be hit in the crossfire of the bad luck stalking
him.

Megan stepped closer, wishing she’d figured it
out. “You okay?” She helped him up.

Theo wiped the dirt off. “The boss knew. She
sent me out here so it wouldn’t hurt anyone on the
ship.”

Marc frowned. “She sent you out here because
you’re safer with us.” Marc picked a few rookies
and proceeded toward the barn. “If you hear
something start to fall, get out of the way.”

Ivan and Greg brought up the rear, ignoring
Marc’s displeasure. Where he went, so did they.

Marc let it go. He didn’t want to feel safer with
guards; he just did. There was no point fighting the
feeling. It wouldn’t change anything. I'm in
danger again and the threat is already on the
island with us.



Chapter Seven

Not On My Watch

1

(14
See anything dangerous?” Zack stopped

next to Ray.

Ray snorted. “Nothing in view but an empty
island and a lot of water.” He was standing at the
top of the boat ramp above the emergency chute,
watching their tethered boats and trying not to fall
asleep.

“It’s noisy.” Zack rubbed his face and took a
sip of his coffee.

Ray agreed. The birds and bugs were loud, as
was the ocean smacking into the shore all around
the island. The unwelcome smell of rot was also a
reminder that they’d reached land. Here we go
again.

“I’'m your relief for the next four hours. Go get
some coffee.”

Ray nodded, yawning. “I’m expecting the first
gopher run soon.”

Zack frowned. “There hasn’t been one yet? It’s
after noon.”

Ray shrugged. “Marc doesn’t keep the same
schedules as us.”



Zack took Ray’s post, scanning the ships and
then the tiny shoreline. His sons were on the
island. He already felt better now that he was on
duty.

“Will there be a party to celebrate our arrival?”

“Last night wasn’t enough?”

Ray grinned. “You know what [ mean.”

“I’1l find out.”

“We could do something to honor the people
who fought for us, people who kept the ship going.
You know. Stuff like that.”

Zack considered it seriously this time. “I’ll get
back to you.”

Ray sighed, giving in to his new bad feeling to
ask about possible problems. “How are all the new
people doing?”’

“Fine, as far as I know. Gus and Ian are
keeping Bernice and her daughter happy. Terry
and Harry, and Panaji when he has time, spend
evenings with the Cayman refugees. They drink
and play cards.”

“What about the others?” Ray hoped they
didn’t have any more traitors on board.

Zack didn’t mind giving the update. “Tobias is
doing quiet work for the boss. | saw them talking.
Oh, and little Joey is still following Cate around,
but he does speak to people more now.”

“It hasn’t been long. He’s still adjusting.”

“And Angela hasn’t had her talk with him yet.”

Ray’s brow lifted. “Her talk?”



“Where she gives them the rules and scans
them.”

“Oh. I didn’t know she does that. It makes me
feel better about Joel’s kid being on board.”

“Me too.”

Ray went toward the bridge. “I’ll be back.”

“He’s not there.” Zack peered over his
shoulder. “Grant’s with the boss. They just made
it to the bottom level.”

“Thanks.” Ray headed for the cargo hold,
where Angela would end up. He wanted to see
Grant, but he also needed to get his next orders. If
he was off for four hours, he wanted a hot shower
and a short nap. He could do that because Grant
was on this ship and not on that island without him.
Ray was getting bad vibes from that small chunk
of land. It didn’t bode well for the future. I/ couldn’t
wait to get here and leave this ship, and | was
happy when | got on duty this morning, but now,
I'm afraid of it. My brain is still fried, I think.

Ray nodded to Eagles as he went into the ship.
He made contact with the guards on each level,
checking that they were where they should be and
alert enough to keep working. The last two days
had been full of adrenaline-filled moments, but
they were all coming down now and getting tired.

The ship’s halls were busy with people going
to lessons, showers, the waste room, and the cargo
hold. It felt like a spring cleaning day to him. It
smelled like it too. Pledged lemons were floating



through most of the corridors, and the hum of
sweepers was a constant noise.

Ray heard Grant’s deep voice as he hit the
bottom of the stairs.

A dozen kids turned toward him, hands lifting.

Ray stopped. “Easy.”

The kids were dressed as Eagles, with black
shirts instead of jackets. They even had toolbelts
with cuffs, radios, and a first aid kit. Ray was
comforted by it even though he knew it could go
wrong. The kids Angela had picked were serious
and dangerous. They had to have jobs that used
those traits for the good of the camp and not their
downfall.

The kids relaxed, parting so he could enter.

Ray’s frown was still on his face as he entered
the cargo hold. He listened to the conversation as
he wound through their stacks of supplies in search
of the source.

“That will work until we get a real dock built?”

“It should. Even our biggest animals can go
over it one-by-one, according to the weight limits.
Good job on bringing all these manuals.”

“Thanks. Now I’'m going to ask you a stupid
question. It’s okay to laugh.”

Grant chuckled. “Sounds interesting. Shoot.”

“Can we overload the island, like with this
ship?”

Ray walked quieter so he wouldn’t miss that
answer. It didn’t sound like a stupid question to
him.



“Around the edges, we can; parts might break
off if they’re already weak. Otherwise, no.”

“And you’re sure?”

Ray heard the pause and knew Grant had tilted
his head and started considering options.

Angela sighed. “We’ll just have to be careful
until we confirm or disprove that theory.”

“I’'m sorry. Now that you’ve planted a seed of
doubt, I’'m not sure.”

“I wasn’t either. We did try to research it, but
that information was limited.”

“I’1l scour the books and let you know what I
find.”

“Good.”

“What’s next?”

Angela waved as Ray found them. “Your
escort to lunch is here.”

Grant smiled at Ray. “I thought it was a cold
lunch delivery.”

“It is. Your basket is being delivered to your
cabin. You two have a nice lunch and hurry back
to work. I have a full day planned now that we’ve
covered how it has to happen.”

“I will.” Grant didn’t worry about leaving her
alone in the center maze of their cargo area. The
kids had every exit blocked. No one was getting in
here without her knowing it.

Ray slid aside for Stanley to go by. He saw
Stanley shoving papers into his pocket and sighed.
Angela was giving him a chance, but Stanley
wasn’t going to get this job either. | hope she finds



something for him. He'’s too nice to be wasted as a
garbage hauler or a floor sweeper.

Ray immediately felt bad for thinking that
way. There’s nothing wrong with those jobs.
They 're needed, and someone has to do them... |
just hope Stanley gets something better. He’s a
good kid.

Stanley joined Angela, still trying to corral all
the papers. “Morgan is ready to move the patients.
He said the new medical area is all set up and
running.”

Stanley had an Eagle jacket that was too large.
He was pale, sweaty, and wrinkled from head to
toe. His wild hair stood out as if protesting the job
and all its grand confusion.

“Wow. They did fast work.” Angela got her
book out. “Sit down right where you are and
organize those notes. Give me the ones you know
I need now as you go through them.”

Stanley sat, not sure how he would know. He
opened the book and picked up the first paper.
“The crowd around the brig...” Stanley held the
paper up.

Angela took it and read Jayda’s note.

The crowd around the brig is still growing. We
either need to clear them out or move Tim
somewhere safer.

Angela scribbled an answer.

Stanley held up another sheet and kept sorting.

Angela read it.

Weapons are ready. We 're bored. Next?



Angela snickered. Even Jeff’s notes had
attitude. She wrote an answer and waited for the
next update.

Stanley tried to hurry. He thrust two more
sheets at her.

Angela skimmed them.

| need to talk to Grant about filling the pool.
It’s cleaned and ready. -lan

Animals are fed and cleaned up, but they re
too twitchy to move. Suggest a crew change.

Angela frowned. She moved the animals to a
higher slot on her list.

Stanley handed her one more sheet. “I’m all
good now. I just need to put them in the book.” He
dropped the entire stack. Papers flew across the
floor, his lap, and her boots.

Sighing, Angela went toward the doorway.
“Cody? Missy?”

The two kids ran over to her.

“Deliver these answers and find me when
you’re finished.”

The two kids took off without protesting. They
were enjoying being in on her plans.

Angela headed for the medical area. Morgan
had refused to move Tonya without Kenn being
awake for it. Time to threaten his place again. And
maybe his life. Angela grunted. It’s not fun
anymore. | think | need to get mean.



2

“We’re waking him up now.”

Angela nodded. She gathered energy to knock
Kenn right back out if he wouldn’t be reasonable.

Terry waved the smelling salts under Kenn’s
nose, then hurried out of the way.

Kenn stiffened, lashes fluttering, groaning. His
big arms strained against the handcuffs.

Kenn woke suddenly, eyes flying open.
“Uncuff me!”

Angela sat on a charred chair that hadn’t been
moved yet. “Not until I can trust you to follow the
rules.”

“You can’t. You should lock me in the brig.”

Angela snorted. “Nice try. Tim’s been
relocated. Now calm down and listen.”

“I want him dead.” Kenn felt like he had a
hangover, but that seemed to be the only side effect
of Kyle’s knockout blast. He still had his gifts.

“Yes, you’ve made that clear, but I doubt you
want to leave Tonya unprotected.”

Kenn frowned at Angela. “Your mind games
aren’t going to work on me. If you don’t execute
him, I will.”

“I don’t care for your attitude.” Angela glared
at him. “You owe me. A lot.”

Kenn’s lips thinned. He could feel the slap
coming. “So?”

“So I want you to leave Tim alone no matter
the outcome of his trial.”

“I can’t. If they clear him, I’11-



“Stop it!” Tonya tried to sit up. His anger had
woken her.

The baby flinched; the cats peered up warily.

Tonya ignored them, weak hand lifting. “We
have a baby to raise. I can’t do that alone.”

Guilt ran across Kenn’s face. “He can’t get
away—"

“Did you hear what I said?”” Tonya let the truth
fly. “You’re not screwing up my reputation for
your revenge! [ won’t let you do that to me. People
will already say I caused Peter’s death. You can’t
hurt Tim or I’ll pay for it.”

Kenn stared at her. Tonya was weak, bruised,
dirty, and her hair was all over her shoulders and
the pillow. She’d been through hell. His anger rose
another notch. “You didn’t know.”

“Like that matters to these people. They’ll say
| pushed you into it and our son will be picked on,
shunned. Let it go.” Tonya fought not to cry. “The
bitch is dead. Peter’s dead. It’s enough.”

“It will never be enough!” Kenn lunged
against the handcuffs, almost flipping the chair.
“He hurt me! He almost cost me everything! I’ll
never get rid of this feeling!”

Tonya smiled sadly. “I know. I hate him too.
But it’s not our place to remove him or make him
feel bad even. Our job is to survive and make sure
our son is covered.” Tonya waved. “Let him loose.
He’s going to carry our boy to the new medical
ward.”



Kenn’s anger began to fade. That awful hatred
settled into his gut and formed a hard knot, but his
brain allowed thoughts to get through this time. He
regarded Angela. “When’s the meeting?”

Angela didn’t act dumb. “Morgan set it for
during dinner so everyone else would be busy and
leave them alone.”

“And you refuse to let me remove Tim?”

“Yes. That’s not your job or your choice to
make.”

“Fine.” Kenn glared at Morgan as the man
joined them in the office to help get Tonya ready.
“I want the right to privacy removed from our
constitution so this can’t ever happen again.”

“What?”” Morgan was shocked.

“And not just in medical and confessions. |
want the criminal and financial right to privacy
removed too.”

Angela nodded. “The council agrees to discuss
it.”

“We do?” Morgan couldn’t get by the religious
side, let alone the privacy for medical conditions
and crimes. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. This matters to the future.” Angela felt
Kenn’s next demand coming. “You can attend
some parts of the meeting, but you may only speak
if they ask questions. If you interrupt them, you’ll
be removed even if | have to call Marc to get it
done.”

Kenn nodded stiffly as she unlocked the
handcuffs. “I agree.”



Morgan thought fast. “Can Tim be there too?
In case we have questions?”

Angela regarded Kenn. “Can you handle that
now?”’

Kenn gave another stiff nod. “If I can’t, I’ll go
for a walk.”

“Agreed.” Angela paused. “Morgan, you need
to talk to Tim’s lawyer. I can order him to be there
with a subpoena, but it would be better if he went
willingly. See if his lawyer is okay with it.”

Kenn and Morgan frowned together.

Angela realized they didn’t know. She pointed
at the woman walking their way with a slight limp
that hid her stomach pain. “Samantha is Tim’s
lawyer. | assigned her a few hours ago. His life is
in her hands-literally.”

“Make room!”

Everyone shifted aside at Terry’s call,
assuming he was bringing in a stretcher.

Dog appeared. He had a ball of fur in his
mouth.

The small notch missing in Dog’s ear was a
reminder that their animals had also made a rough
journey to be here. Dog’s fur wasn’t as shiny or
thick anymore. He had scars across his muzzle, his
neck, and all of his paws. His golden orbs studied
everything with mistrust. He too had changed.

The male cat was uninjured, but like Dog, its
coat didn’t shine and its tail didn’t lift.

Angela chuckled as Dog dropped the cat onto
Tonya’s ankles.



The male cat immediately scrambled up
Tonya’s body and flopped down on her chest.

Tonya rubbed the cat, tears threatening again.
“We need to get this done. I want to sleep.”

Kenn saw how pale she was. He let go of his
vendetta for now. “She’s in pain. Do something for
her.”

Morgan was already loading a syringe. “Just
step back and let us work. We’ll have her moved
and settled in five minutes.”

Tonya’s lids shut; a tear rolled over her cheek.
“The cats come now to0o.”

Terry glanced at the cats, and then the
incubator. “Can I bring the baby? He doesn’t want
to eat my eyes.”

Tonya’s snicker was laced with deep pain. She
nodded.

Kenn dutifully lifted the carrier, then held out
an arm to the other cat.

The male growled.

Kenn snatched it by the back of the neck and
sat it on his shoulder. He kept his hand tight on the
cat so it wouldn’t jump right back down to Tonya.

As soon as Kenn retreated, Morgan and Harry
got Tonya on her feet, wrapped her in a thick,
warmed blanket, then eased her into a wheelchair.
The entire group was on the move a minute later,
with Harry carrying the IV and everything else
Tonya needed, while Morgan pushed her chair.

Angela brought up the rear with half of the
kids. The other half had gone ahead to clear the



path and secure the new medical area. The adults
could hear them shouting orders.

Brittani joined them. “I see you’ve unleashed
the monsters.”

Angela smiled. “Yes. I should have done it
weeks ago. No one wants to cross our kids. They
don’t have limits. I forgot how handy that can be.”

Brittani agreed. She didn’t like most of their
kids much, but she did respect them and that was
powerful.

Angela reached up and put a hand on Tonya’s
shoulder. Healing light flew over her lap and sank
into her stomach.

Tonya relaxed, letting the pain out in a huge
sigh. “Thank you!”

“It’s my honor.” Angela hung back as the
medics got Tonya into the elevator with her
equipment.

Kenn watched the medic handle the cords,
relaxing when he saw how careful Terry was being
with the baby.

Terry felt Kenn’s dark looks, but he ignored it.
Their training books said some new parents would
be overprotective. Considering what had happened
to this family, Terry thought Kenn had a right to
be giving them all glares. Security had failed him.
Though it won't be repeated. Terry wasn’t sure
how he felt about that yet, but he didn’t have time
to work on it as he pushed the incubator into the
elevator and rolled it all the way back so the door
could shut.



Dog hurried in with them as the door closed.

Tonya didn’t speak in the cramped quiet. She
hated being away from Kenn and their son. / don 't
even have my cats!

Dog placed his chin on Tonya’s knee for the
short ride.

Tonya smiled, tears threatening to rise. She
rubbed Dog’s ears and tried to enjoy being out of
the office.

Kenn went into the second elevator. Angela
and Brittani joined him.

As soon as the door shut, the rest of the kids
flew up the steps to meet it.

Brittani liked the scent of Kenn’s day-old
cologne. She felt a conversation waiting to happen
and stayed quiet, not sure if she was allowed to
hear whatever was coming.

Angela hated Kenn’s smell. He was wearing
that old scent she’d always loathed. Even the layer
of dirt and smoke over it wasn’t enough to keep it
from turning her gut.

Kenn sighed. “Tonya was trying them out on
me the other night. If I lift my wrist you’ll get hit
with Versace.” He fell silent, mind refusing to give
him a break yet. He knew Angela’s fiery scent; he
knew what it meant, but he was too mad to care
about the consequences.

Angela knew. She’d been there for these
moments, but she wasn’t getting ugly flashes of
the past. She was trying to save his place in Safe



Haven and maybe even his life. Angela waited for
the elevator to stop, not thinking about anything.
She just enjoyed the twenty seconds of peace.

“I’'m sorry.”

Angela knew what he was apologizing for, and
it wasn’t his violent reaction to Tim’s silence.

Brittani slid back to clear room so she wasn’t
in the crossfire.

Kenn wished Angela would shout at him, or at
least threaten him. When she stayed silent, he
began to worry over his future in her camp.

Angela gave him what he needed. “While we
get her settled, | want you to clear the brig hallway
and relieve the guard there.”

Kenn immediately felt better. He nodded. “T’1l
handle it.”

“If Tim 1s arrested officially, he can have
visitors. Have him searched and put in a jail
uniform like anyone else would be.”

Kenn perked up. “Done.”

“If he has a single mark on him, you’re
banished to Adrian’s camp for the duration of our
stay here.”

Kenn stiffened. “That’s harsh.”

“Yes.” Angela turned toward him as the
elevator stopped. “I have to know I can trust you
to follow orders, Marine—even the ones you hate.
This is a test. Don’t fail. I’'m not bluffing.”

Angela smiled at the waiting kids as the doors
opened and she stepped out.



The kids had formed a ring around both ends
of the hallway where the elevators were letting
Tonya and Angela out simultaneously. A few
camp people and Eagles were waiting at the ends
of those halls but only to pass through. Angela had
everyone working; it was coordinated under her
supervisors and their assistants. She was getting
updates when progress was made and not every
time someone wanted to chat. “Kenn has some
work to handle. He’ll need four escorts who stay
for a while and make sure people do what he tells
them to.”

All their hands shot into the air.

Brittani hurried away to finish collecting
updates as Angela picked Kenn’s escort. She
flashed Kenn a look of disappointment as she
went.

Angela took the carrier from Kenn and held
out her arm to the angry male cat still perched on
his shoulder. “Come on, sweetheart.”

The cat swiped out, taking a thin layer of skin
from Angela’s finger. Blood welled.

Angela’s eyes narrowed. She left her hand out.
“Now, or I'll see if you can swim!”

The cat crawled over Kenn’s arm and across
hers. It hunched on her shoulder and dug in every
claw it had.

Angela gritted her teeth and followed Tonya’s
procession. “I clearly don’t have an animal gift.
Maybe I can copy one...”

The kids hurried toward the brig without him.



Kenn let them go. The kids could hold their
own until he caught up. If they ran into trouble, the
camp members would need medics, not the
children.

Kenn strode with his chin up and anger
burning in his gut. He didn’t look back as his
family was led into the lounge. As long as Angela
was with them, they were safe.

The lounge’s main feature was a long, wide
brown couch that had been covered in a medical
sheet and outfitted with blankets, pillows, a
portable metal tray, and a stack of supplies for the
baby. A space had been left next to the arm of the
couch for the incubator. Terry plugged it in and
rolled it as close as it would go.

The room was small but warmer. Tonya
relaxed a little. The draft in the office hadn’t been
good for the baby.

Angela shut the door to the room. She sat the
carrier on the floor by the couch where Tonya was
getting settled.

The male leapt from her shoulder.

Angela caught him by the gut and swung him
into her arms. “Let her get settled first!”

Tonya chuckled, tucking the blanket around
her waist. It felt good to be on a couch instead of
in the hard medical bed.

Morgan hurried through his checklist as the
other medics set up the IV pole, taped lines in
place, and left.



Angela sat the angry cat on the couch next to
Tonya so he didn’t need to jump.

Tonya shielded her stomach with her hand as
it walked onto her lap and flopped down.

Tonya tucked the edge of the blanket around
the tabby.

A soft purring began to echo.

Angela and Morgan laughed.

“She’s covered.”

“Extra heat is good.” Morgan tugged the baby
blanket up a little more on the tiny boy. “We’ll try
to feed him shortly.”

Tonya let out another sound of relief. “Good.
My boobs are about to bust.”

“Awesome.” Morgan went out to get things
ready. He needed to skim the breastfeeding book
again to make sure he was giving her the right
advice.

Tonya blanched. “He’s not touching my
boobs.”

Angela laughed again. “No worries. Enough of
us have done it. You’re covered without his extra
hand.”

Tonya smiled. “It’s odd, right? I let him
examine me, and | would have let him deliver the
baby, but I draw the line at a boob.”

Angela shrugged. “Maybe you just want a part
of your body to stay yours.”

“Yeah.” Tonya leaned back as the heat from
the cat began to ease a little of the cramping in her
abdomen. “Can we talk?”



Angela got a blanket from the stack that had
been placed in the corner of this lounge. She
spread it over Tonya’s lap and bunched up a corner
next to her neck so the new mom almost had a
pillow. “Later, okay? Recover some strength first
SO you can give me a strong fight.”

Tonya yawned widely as the cat ducked under
the warm blanket and started licking a paw. “I will,
you know. A strong fight.”

“I do. I expect no less.” Angela went to the
door. “When you’re ready, slide over and go to
sleep. There’s already a pillow waiting.”

Tonya yawned again. “After we feed the
baby.”

“I’ll tell Morgan to hurry up.” Angela opened
the door, grinning. “He hurried.”

Morgan went in. “I’m all set. Here’s the book.
You read. I'll hold it and look in the other
direction.”

Angela walked through the new medical area
they’d made in an unused side of the cabins on
deck one. It had a reception area, four rooms with
a shower in each, and two bathrooms at each end
of the hall. Then there was another curved area
with smaller cabins. It would hold them for now as
long as they didn’t have any big emergencies. For
those, | need to have a real medical bay. Angela
planned to use one of the other ships if they needed
to.

Angela went to the first room and peered in.
Leeann was sleeping. The medics had checked her



out and decided to keep her overnight. The girl was
pale, but many of their people were, thanks to
being a year without regular sun exposure. The
bags under Leeann’s eyes said she needed this
care. She’d been tapped by the blast wave as it
dissipated. The smoke she’d taken in was the
reason Morgan was considering keeping her
overnight.

Leeann’s room was a game area that had held
a pool table, some chairs, and a bathroom. With
just a medical bed, a tray, and some boxes of
supplies now, it looked like a hotel room someone
hadn’t finished furnishing.

Leeann’s lids popped open. She smiled.
“Morgan says it’s been long enough. | can go
soon.”

The girl sounded alert. Angela realized she’d
been faking sleep. “Nice. You got me.”

Leeann beamed.

Angela walked to the window and stared at the
island. The beautiful sight let her heart settle into
a better rhythm. | got them here. | just have to get
them unloaded and settled.

“Can I help?”

Angela leaned against the wall. “You can be
my mental helper for the next updates. | need to
see a few people before the rush finds me again.”

Leeann frowned. “I can’t. I’'m locked.”

“I know. We’re testing it.”

Leeann wasn’t sure if she should be scared.



Angela drew in a breath. “Let’s have Conner,
Jayda, and Ed first.”

Angela connected and observed as Leeann
opened her mental doors and sent out the calls.

Leeann tried again.

“It’s not getting through.” Angela turned
toward the island. “Now try a harder call.”

“Who?”

“Doug.”

Leeann’s face squished up. “I can’t do that.”

“Try. For me.”

Leeann obediently opened a mental door to
nowhere and sent the call into random space. She
had no way to direct it. She just had to hope he got
it anyway.

“It didn’t go through. That’s good.”

“But why?”

Angela wasn’t sure if Leeann was old enough
to understand, but it was important she at least
tried. “If we knew we could talk to heaven all the
time, we’d do it all the time.”

“And get in trouble?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Leeann didn’t have close ties with
many of those who’d died. Her agony was still
hidden in a dark corner of her mind. It didn’t hurt
or whisper, but she knew there was a powerful
secret waiting there. I don’t want to know. I'm
happy now. I don’t want to ruin it.

Angela made a connection. Leeann and Greg
could have broken their locks, but they re honestly



good inside. They don 't want that misery or drama
or the consequence because they like their lives.
That may be the secret to a lock that holds—the
person has to want it.

Angela was a bit disappointed. Like with any
addiction, for some people, only willpower or
death would end it.

Kimmie appeared in the doorway. She lifted
her hand.

“I called them.” Angela waited for Kimmie to
move aside. She was letting the kids act like full
Eagles; they were excelling at it. A year of
observing and wanting those jobs had sunk into
most of their special kids and many of the normals.
They wouldn’t know if the kids would now be
inclined to side with good because of it, but Angela
hoped they would see that pattern. In the old
world, suffering these things would have snapped
most adults, let alone the kids. Over half of them
would have been ruined in one way or another.
And they would have died young. Angela was
desperate to provide these kids with a different
future.

Angela gave Conner and Jayda her attention.
Conner was running on high speed. Jayda was
pacing herself. They were both getting things
done. Angela was pleased. “Update me.”

Conner stepped forward. “No issues. Jobs are
about thirty percent complete. You have five
messages.” He handed them to her. “And one
resignation. Stanley quit. We asked him what he



thought he’d be good at. He said fishing. I sent him
to Panaji.”

“Good. Pass the word to leave him alone. He
hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“I will.” Conner retreated and waited.

Angela saw another flash of a young Adrian
working his way through the ranks of their evil
government. That’s not going to happen on my
watch. “Take an hour now. Cold lunch pickups for
leadership are already stacked in the mess cooler.”

Conner scratched his ear, then tugged up the
collar of his jacket. He loved being in full Eagle
gear. It made Candy’s face light up and her mind
race with thoughts of their physical future.

Jayda stared. “You really are waiting. I'm
impressed.”

Conner flushed. “We’ve had some moments.”

“Every couple has moments before they have
the moment. I’'m just surprised you haven’t
crossed that final line.”

Conner was proud of himself too. Hearing it
added to that new self-respect. “I’m not like my
dad.” He stopped her coming comment and turned
to Angela. “I could deliver those lunches if you
like, and eat on the way.”

Angela nodded. “As you would.”

Conner liked her answer. He gave her one of
his father’s smug grins and spun out of the room.

Angela chuckled. “He’s definitely a Mitchel.”



Jayda nodded, forcing her needs down. “And
he knows when to use it. Candy better never break
it off with him. He’ll get snatched up in a minute.”

“Yes.” Angela and Jayda shared laughter as
Leeann stared between them.

“What’d [ miss?”

“Nothing. You just haven’t hit that age yet.”
Angela patted the girl’s ankle. “Thank you. The
den mothers will be Dby in a bit with
entertainment.”

“Okay.” Leeann was happy to have gotten
some of Angela’s time.

Angela left the room.

Jayda followed, ready to give her updates. She
knew Angela didn’t want Leeann to hear the next
part. Or maybe she didn’t want me to hear why she
was thanking Leeann.

“Your brain is awesome.”

Jayda laughed. “So which is it?”

“Tim.”

Jayda sobered. “It’s not good, actually. Kenn
cleared a path and is now standing guard over an
empty brig. The kids are yelling and threatening.
Something may pop there.”

“And the other?” Angela had been sending
workers out for hours before she and Grant had
met in the cargo area. These were some of the first
updates after those orders.

“Not great either. About half agree.”

“I assume with Kenn.”



“Yes. Sorry.” Jayda pushed her red hair out of
her face and scanned her notes. “It split almost
perfectly. The normals want it. The descendants
don’t.”

“That’s interesting. I really expected that to go
the other way.”

“I know. I asked them twice to be sure I
understood clearly.”

Angela wanted another flash from Jayda’s
brain. “Which should I encourage or deny?”

“Give the normals what they think they want.
Descendants aren’t going to be the wave of the
future.”

Angela heard the sadness. “I’'m still working
on that.” Angela wanted both types to share this
planet. She just wasn’t sure yet how it would work.
“Give me time.”

Jayda grinned. “You got it. You want the rest
of these updates? It’s times, amounts, and
whining.”

“No. I’ll go over them tonight when you turn
it all in. Right now, enter us into the lunch break
and then we’re stage two in one hour.”

Jayda hurried off. I love being in Angela’s
army. I'll bet she was a great soldier before the
war.

Angela realized Jayda didn’t know her full
backstory. I'm not military. I don’t deserve that
honor.

“Not true. You gathered an army and led them
into battles for survival. You are a soldier.”



Angela paused by lan’s post, smiling. “Thank
you.”

[an kept writing notes in the log. “I’'m busy
here.” He knew she didn’t want to stay. There was
a lot of work waiting. He’d volunteered for this
post because he didn’t think he could sleep yet.
The pool was done and the chemicals were in it.
He didn’t have anything scheduled to do.

Angela got her book out. She penciled in a
note, then put it away. “Get geared up and meet the
recon team in the weapons room.”

[an’s happiness slammed into her and
increased her energy bar without her needing to
draw

Angela staggered down the neat hall. And now
we know why Adrian made sure to keep his people

happy.



Chapter Eight

Missing Things

1

(44
Hey, Boss.” Jeff came down the hallway

in full gear. He was followed by Pam, lan, and
Molly. Pam had just come back from the island.
Jeff assumed Angela had called her. “What’s
going on?”’

Camp people slid out of the way as Jeff and his
group came through, studying them in concern. If
a team was going out in heavy gear, there might be
trouble on the island. Fear ran through the hallway
and began to spread.

Angela met them at the egress to this deck. “I
need a recon run.”

“All right!”

“Awesome!”

Angela laughed. “I guess that’s a yes.”

“Some people have been betting you’d ask.”
Jeff hoped Angela didn’t have any ugly chores for
him. He also hoped she did. Removing Emma and
others hadn’t been good for his mind, but a
raincheck for an interrupted cup of coffee with
Francesca couldn’t compare to a day off the ship
on a secret mission, no matter the chore.



“I want a complete circle of the island. Note
positions of any people and all buildings. Keep
circling until you reach the town. Then stay and
relieve some of Marc’s security. Or just join it,
depending on what he needs. Send back all logs,
journals, notebooks, or other information that can
help me piece together what’s happened here since
the war. Be detailed in your reports.”

“Hey!” Gus came up the steps. “You called for
a switch?”

Gus’s sour expression didn’t encourage
chatter. No one asked him why he’d hit Daryl.
They could guess. News of the wedding was also
spreading through the halls. The brief moment of
acceptance he’d had recently was fading into
bitterness and anger.

Angela lowered her voice. “When you reach
base camp, tell Gus he has duty over Daryl.”

lan and Jeff busted out laughing while Molly
and Pam frowned. They didn’t have time to ask
questions without giving it away. lan and Jeff
understood from the wording. A switch in the job
meant the person’s supervisor had recommended
they be sent elsewhere. It was usually followed by
a punishment or a lesson.

Angela waved. “My recon team needs a fifth
man.”

Gus brightened. “Really?”

“Get your full gear and meet them on the top
deck in five. Jeff’s in charge. lan is XO.”



[an grinned as Gus took off running. “I knew
this was gonna be a great day!”

Weak laughter echoed, drawing attention. The
medics and patients liked hearing Angela laugh. It
meant they weren’t under attack and it was okay to
go on living.

Dog hurried through their legs and came to
Angela. He glanced up expectantly. I°d like a ride
to the island.

Angela’s laughter rolled down the hall this
time. She knew Dog could swim it. He wanted to
be with a team, but he didn’t want to ask for it like
a common dog begging for attention. “Recon
team, you have a K-9.”

Dog sneezed on her ankle and stuck his tail in
the air. I'm too pretty to be a cop-sniffer.

Dog sniffed the feet of his team to be sure he
had their scent. He doubted the humans would get
lost, but if they did, he would be able to track them.

Laughter filled the air and sank into the ship.
The lights brightened.

On the couch with her tiny infant suckling at
her breast, Tonya let out a sigh of contentment.
“We survived, Kenneth. Now we can be a real
family.”

The male cat eased closer and wrapped his tail
around the baby’s leg. He began to purr and put off
heat in waves.

Tonya stroked the cat’s ear and took deep
breaths. I can’t believe I'm alive.



Angela spotted Ed coming up the steps. She
waved the recon team on. “Get to work.”

Ed slid aside as Jeff and the others gave
amusing salutes and hurried down the stairs. He
held out a paper. “Sorry. Ralph likes to talk a lot.”

Angela took the single sheet. “This is a lot?”

“I narrowed it down.” Ed scanned his copy as
she read his notes. He filled her in as they walked.
“The animal area is done. That crew needs a new
assignment. | sent them to lunch for now. All other
stations and crew are ready for the lunch switch.”

Ed was the opposite of Stanley. He wore a
fitting jacket with deep pockets that were already
filled from carrying and collecting messages
between stations on the ship. His hair was
smoothed with an Eagle cap so that cute dark curls
framed his face and neck. He was calm, organized,
and ready to deliver. Angela saw the female
attention Ed was getting. She could see the
adorable. She just wasn’t affected. It’s a rare
person who sees the beauty last and the value first.
| wish I could be that way all the time, but I'm
human too. “Good work.” Angela stored the paper.
“What’s up with Ralph?”

“He’s good. He has everyone cleaning their
cabins and hallways. He even got them to work on
bathrooms. He said to tell you Tobias is grumbling
and no one minds if you make him wait.”

Angela chuckled. “I can do that.” She sent out
a mental call. “I need volunteers to spend their
lunch break with me in the cargo hold for a pain-



In-the-ass assembly. Those who participate can
share a beer with me after dinner tonight. I’ll be on
the entertainment floor for a little while.”

Angela let go of her radio and turned it down
so the instant garble of responses didn’t drown her
out. “I’d like you to stay right where you are, Ed.
I have Jayda and Brittani on other things.”

“And no Stanley.” Ed grinned. “I’'m your
Stanley!”

Angela snorted. “Let’s go put a bridge
together. We’ll walk our animals off this ark as
soon as | get an all clear call from the island teams.
We’ll put the portable corrals right above the
shoreline in the tall grass.”

“Then you’ll go eat?” Ed was certain she
hadn’t had anything yet.

“Yes. We’ll do lunch.”

2

“We are on lunch break now, Safe Haven.”
Jayda’s voice on the radios echoed across Marc’s
camp. “I repeat: it’s time for grub and a break.”

People turned them down, frowning. Most of
them had forgotten to do that as soon as they
reached land.

Rookies and level ones glanced at Marc,
hoping he would echo the lunch order. None of
them were ready to leave yet, however. They
wanted to explore the island fully now that they’d
gotten a base camp started.



Marc felt it too. The pull of being on a tropical
island was strong. “We’re going to build that first
corral.” Marc pointed. “Those boards are useable.
Pull them out. If we need more, we’ll send for it
from the ship.”

They already had a nice stack for Theo to
examine when he finished with his blueprints.
Theo and Neil were working on the plans in the
center of the burnt town, both ignoring the
scorched view for a mental vision of something
better.

Marc spotted Kyle staring toward the shoreline
they couldn’t view from here. “Everything okay on
the ship?”

Kyle nodded slowly, breaking the connection.
“Jennifer’s feeling better. Boss won’t let her up
yet. You can imagine the words she’s using.”

Marc chuckled. “I can. How’s everyone else?”

“Huh?” Kyle blinked. “Oh. Everything’s
fine.” Kyle realized Marc knew he’d kept an open
line to the ship since they left. “I needed to be
sure.”

“And the boss said it was okay?”

Kyle grinned. “I wouldn’t leave the ship
without it.”

“I should have known.” Marc grunted.
“You’re not staying here tonight.”

Kyle shook his head. “Not unless I have to.”

“You don’t.” Marc was aware of people
around them perking up at the thought of staying
here or returning to the ship. He tried to give them



what they wanted and still be covered. “You can
make your own choices on it when it’s time.”

Kyle sighed at the voice in his head. “Boss
wants an update. Why don’t you two talk while I
stand guard?”

Marc laughed as he opened a mental
connection. “Hello, dear.”

Kyle listened to them for a moment, but he was
distracted. Jennifer already wanted to be back to
work. He wanted her in their cabin until delivery.
It’s not safe here yet, Jenny. Be patient.

She didn’t answer.

“I’m ready for the first gopher run.”

Timmy and Mike flew over at Marc’s call.
They didn’t like salvage chores.

Marc handed Mike a folder. “These notes go
straight to Angela. She’ll read them, make notes of
her own, and then give you instructions. Don’t
come back until she tells you to. Get going.”

Timmy and Mike took off running, laughter of
youth spilling out into the clean air. The boys were
tied down, zipped, tightened, and wearing shoes
made for the terrain. Both brothers also had a
weapon in their tool belt for the first time. It was
only a small knife, but they still felt the bump in
status.

The Eagles tolerated it, remembering their
own wild moments. The boys had done good work
today so far and hadn’t caused trouble. Now they
would get a little time alone as their reward.



Marc hoped they didn’t wander off. “Stay
together!”

“We will!”

“Okay!”

Marc shook off the worries as he turned back
to the working team. “You can eat in shifts. Senior
men first. Rookies, keep working. Level ones take
over security.”

“We’re about done with this site.” Kyle
scanned the weed-dotted pile ten feet away. “Start
the next?”

The piles from the burnt buildings were mostly
boards and weeds now. Previous rainfalls had
soaked the ash into the ground where it was
already fertilizing the new weed growth of the
season. The boards on top were dried, splintering
fragments, but those on the bottom weren’t burnt
as much. Several weren’t burned at all.

Marc nodded. “If you want to.”

Kyle did. He was ready to return to the ship,
but he couldn’t until they were done.

Marc turned to scan the rest of his group. He
was pleased to find them in decent spirits. He
didn’t care for the conversations, but they had
every right to discuss those topics.

The rookies were stressing over the future.

“It just sucks that we have to keep handling the
UN.”

“They don’t know when to quit.”

“No. I hope this is the last time.”



“Same. If not, maybe the boss will send a kill
team.”
“I’d volunteer.”

The senior men were dwelling on today.

“Kenn’s right, though. If Tim had told us, we
could have stopped the explosion.”

“No one died, just a couple of cats. It’s not that
bad.”

“But it is. We no longer have a working
medical bay and lab. We may lose more lives
because of Courtney. That total isn’t final yet.”

“I didn’t think of that.”

Marc didn’t want to. Angela was working on
plans to cover that side. He was doing his job here
and now. He listened to the final group, not
surprised by their topic either.

“I want to be at that law meeting.”

“So do I. The boss said no to almost
everyone.”

“She’ll be there. I trust her to do it right. I just
want to hear the arguments. | loved court TV
shows.”

Marc turned to scan the trees and froze. “Live
one.”

Rookies went on chattering; the level ones
turned his way. Senior men rushed over with guns

coming out and adrenaline starting to pump.



“Don’t shoot.” Marc was horrified by the state
of the woman coming through the trees. She wore
a summer dress that would have been perfect in the
70s. It even had the flowing sleeves and pastel
yellow flowers, though the pattern was splattered
in dark stains. Marc wasn’t sure if they were dirt
or something else. Her hairy knees and legs went
to the ground in sticks of dirt that ended in black
feet that he could barely see. They blended in
perfectly. Marc assumed it was a collection of mud
and foliage that had dried in place.

He swept her face and stiffened further. She
was bone-thin, with sunken sockets holding
cloudy green eyes. Behind that fog, something
tried to glow.

“Ma’am?” Eugene stepped forward, gun
lowering. “We’re here to help. Ma’am?”

The woman ignored him. She was focused on
something behind Marc.

Marc turned again and saw blood.

Jonny wrapped his handkerchief around his
finger. “Sharp edge got me. I'm fine.” He looked
up and saw everyone on alert. “What’d I miss?”

The woman’s eyes lit up bright green.

The glow startled them. Descendants raised
shields in automatic defense at the sign of their
kind.

Her mouth opened; drool ran from her lip.

Marc stiffened, alarm bells going off. “Do not
make contact! Don’t let her touch you.”



The entire group assumed she was ill. Their
recent battle with radiation sickness snapped them
Into action. Men jumped, guns came up.

The woman didn’t slow. Her head lifted... She
scented the air. Her eyes dilated. Her expression
flashed pain. Then anger took over. She rushed
forward, zeroed in on Jonny.

Jonny backed up, paling. “What’s wrong with
her?!”

Marc tripped her as she ran by. She hit the dirt.

Marc flinched as she rolled over, snarling at
him. Spittle flew from her lips.

“Get off me!”

Shock caused him to let go.

She quickly rolled over and lunged to her feet.

Jonny kept backing up, taking quick, panicked
looks at the senior men and Marc. “What do I
do?!”

Marc ran forward with Neil and Kyle.

The woman took off running, tensed to lunge
at Jonny again. She stiffened suddenly.

Everyone stopped as she sank to her knees,
face going red.

“Medic!” Marc grabbed his cuffs. “Heart
attack. Follow your training!”

The two team medics, both rookies, hurried to
get into their bags for that book.

Marc cuffed the woman’s limp hands in front
of her. He went to stand next to Jonny while the
medics got to work.



“What the hell was that?” Jonny was spooked.
“She was like a zombie or something.”

Marc snorted, catching his breath. His heart
was thumping in his chest. Guess I'm not as
recovered as | thought. “She spoke. No zombies.”

“She’s sick.”

“Yes, but with what?” Marc tried to remember
everything he’d heard about the rage illness.
“Kendle said the island had an outbreak.”

“She also said it was empty.” Jonny waited for
Marc to get angry.

Marc thought harder. “Do we know any of the
signs of their outbreak?”

Jonny winced. “Eating each other. See? It is a
zombie thing.”

Marc was quickly tiring of that joke.

Jonny shrugged. “She went for the blood,
man.”

“Get a sample while she’s out.” Marc wasn’t
sure if these rookie medics could do that.

Eugene looked up at him with pinched lips.
“She’s dead. Do your own samples.”

Marc noted that reaction. Eugene wasn’t cut
out to be a field medic. He would be too emotional
anytime someone got hurt or died. “Did you try to
revive her?”

“Of course.” Eugene waved at Christian, the
other rookie medic who was injecting the woman.
“We’re still trying, but I don’t think it’s going to
work.”



“You’re trying. That matters.” Marc turned
away before the man could ask him to use his gifts.
I’'m not giving it away. You have to be worthy of it.
Marc knew that was wrong, but after all they’d
been through, he was growing immune to the
needs of others when he already had so many to
care for. “Wrap the body and place it in the shade
of that big tree.”

Jonny finished wrapping his finger. “Are we
taking it back to the ship?”

“No. Morgan can make a trip out here. I don’t
want to take a chance on infecting our ship.” Marc
glanced around. “Which means we’ll all go
through our decontamination process as soon as
you hit the ship.” Marc reached for his mike just
as Angela’s voice came through the radio.

“Update me.”

Marc keyed the button. “We’re all 5-by.We
found a rabbit. Not sure if it will live. Makes me
wish we had a vet.” Marc used those words not
only to cover the message, but also to give people
another topic so they’d forget the rest of the call.
The vet’s actions were shocking enough to restart
a wave of gossip.

“Copy. Gophers have arrived. Sending them
back right now at a run. Any requests?”

Marc assumed Angela was timing their speed
to keep them busy and as an Eagle workout. He
approved. “My sleeping bag and a case of beer.”

Angela laughed into the mike. “The gophers
will bring it. Out.”



Marc grinned with the men who hadn’t
forgotten his offer of a beer. It was almost later.
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“Are we clearing tunnels?”

“Boss said later.” Jeff marked the hatch with
red paint and moved on. They’d been out here for
two hours now and they’d almost finished their
recon. They’d crossed Marc’s tracks in several
places. They’d also been to the far edge of the
island. They had cleared each of the buildings they
found, except for the homes. Angela had told
everyone not to enter anyone’s home until they
knew all the residents were gone. She didn’t want
to start a war over property if people were living
here.

Jeff didn’t think there was. He’d found a few
tracks of bare feet, but it was hard to say if they
were new or old. The weather was perfect for
preserving things—hot and dry. The ground was
hard under their feet. Also perfect for tunnels. Jeff
refused to consider what might be in those dark
places. He didn’t know if this island had a rat
problem, but he didn’t want to go down there and
find out. Someone put lids on them for a reason...

The hatches were crude but effective. The last
few they’d found were sturdy, but this one looked
like it had gotten a lot of use. The four corners of
the rectangle were all worn and the grass cover
was bent, obvious. So was the path through the



waist high grass that covered this side of the island.
Jeff knew they’d been traveling upward, but they
were still on the slight hill. He couldn’t see the
distance yet. He didn’t think they were far from the
edge of the tall cliff they’d all viewed through the
ship’s tiny windows. It had been enormous from
there. From here, it was barely noticeable.

“I hear pounding.” Pam turned toward their
ship. “It’s rthythmic.”

“She’s setting up the pontoon bridge.” Molly
knew the sound. The portable bridge was a lot of
work for a crew that didn’t know what they were
doing.

“Let’s move.” Jeff had stopped them to mark
the tunnel on his map. Now he wanted to be
moving again. “Take us out, Dog.”

Dog lunged to his feet and vanished into the
woods in front of them.

Jeff chuckled. “Only rookies are so eager.”

Molly nodded. Senior Eagles no longer flew
into danger. They were content to let the danger
come to them so they didn’t waste energy or
rounds.

“I believe this is our last stop.” Ian put a hand
on his toolbelt. “Be nice. This is the doctor’s home.
She might still be here.”

The others snorted. lan had said that at every
stop they’d made, but after knocking or ringing the
doorbells, no one had responded at all. They were
convinced the island was empty.



Dog padded ahead to make a perimeter round.
He hated how slow the humans were moving.

Jeff gestured at Gus. “Go with Dog and do a
full perimeter check.”

Pam loved the sight of the doctor’s home and
office. Built around and over a four-foot tree trunk
that had been polished, the treehouse structure was
the prettiest building on the island that she’d seen
so far.

Pam also feared it. The thin front door was in
pieces on the narrow porch; the smell of human
waste was wafting out on the light breeze. Bad
things happened in there. Or still are.

The men lifted their guns in unspoken
agreement that they were going to investigate this
one.

Jeff pointed at the faint path that met next to
the tree home. “Guard duty.”

Pam frowned.

Jeff went toward the door before she decided
to argue. She’d just been fully cleared by the
medics, but Jeff wasn’t taking chances with their
weaker people. No one dies on my shift.

The windows were covered in thick shutters,
and the cellar on the side of the building was
covered by long boards that had been nailed in
place. High grass ran all the way up to the building
and lined both sides of a stone path someone had
lovingly sealed into a curving walkway with
cement. Dead plants hung from the porch rails.



The smell of something rotting increased on the
warm breeze.

Jeff and lan went over the walkway and up the
narrow porch together. Molly followed a few feet
behind, peering up and then to the sides while they
covered the front and Pam watched the rear.

The smell of rot increased.

“That’s excrement.”

Jeff nodded. Glad I didn'’t eat yet. Nothing to
throw up.

Jeff stepped inside, finger easing closer to the
trigger. He scanned quickly, stepping aside to let
lan in.

Both men inspected and studied, adding clues
while Molly again searched above them and to the
sides. Marc’s four or five man team setups were
easy to adjust to, but they still felt light. The men
preferred Adrian’s larger groups.

Jeff stepped into the reception area that had a
cheery couch and fireplace behind it. In the rear, a
single door implied a bathroom. He turned toward
the wider area. Several doors blocked his view. He
assumed the rooms were used for medical exams
and treatments. The lounge was dusty and full of
prints on the floor and furniture, but even those
held a light layer, as if someone had been here a
few weeks ago instead of today.

lan saw it too. He patted his notebook and
waved.

Jeff shook his head. Notes later. Work first.



lan nodded. He followed Jeff into the narrow
hallway and got ready to fight as Jeff reached for
the first knob.

Molly stayed in the main doorway, watching
them and staying where she could see Pam.

Pam waited with almost constant turns and
scans, keeping Gus in her line of sight. She didn’t
want to be responsible for someone sneaking up on
them.

Dog lingered at the edge of the property. Come
on! I have things to sniff.

Jeff opened the door and slid to the right,
ducking. He checked for threats in a fast blur.
Clear!

He rose and advanced into the room.

His light revealed supplies, testing kits Safe
Haven didn’t have, water, MRES, and other items
they always collected and stored. Jeff didn’t view
it as a loot stash. It bothered him that a doctor had
been stocked up for survival this hard. It said life
here might not be as easy as they’d all assumed.

lan stayed in the doorway so the entire team
was still in sight of each other. That was Adrian’s
training. Marc hadn’t cut it or changed it. He’d just
added what to do if one of those teammates
suddenly left their line of sight.

Jeff went to the rear of the long room, spotting
more medical supplies they could use, but no
papers for information and no signs anyone had
been in here recently. He turned for a last sweep.



lan waited impatiently for Jeff to return. They
were alternating clearing the rooms so no one got
bored or tired, and everyone got some much-
needed practice. That was Angela’s addition. She
wanted all people on a team to cover all the
positions if it was called for.

lan opened the second door as Jeff came out.
He immediately shut it. He closed his eyes and
tried not to puke. “Bathroom.”

Jeff glanced over his shoulder at the door near
the fireplace.

lan pointed at the last door, held up one finger,
then pointed toward the fireplace.

Jeff nodded. Eagle code was simple when
you’d been using it for a while. He was glad Ian
was going slowly for him. He was rusty; Angela
was right. We need this practice.

lan opened the last door.

A rounded shadow lunged at him. The sharp
blade of a knife plunged toward his throat.

lan automatically drew and fired.

The shot echoed through the building and
across the island.

4
On the ship, Angela stopped mid-speech. She
connected the hive and waited.
Marc used his new, untested method of
controlling communications during an emergency.
Go silent! Right now! Every level! Go silent!



People in Marc’s camp winced at the loud
mental order that cut through everything else.
They were close enough to him that it actually
hurt.

Marc waited, listening for anyone who hadn’t
heard or was calling for help.

It was silent.

Marc sent out another call, using his radio and
thoughts this time. “Gunshot location report.”
Marc assumed it was their people. He had gophers
out there, though neither boy had a gun, and he’d
been sure Angela was going to send out an extra
security detail.

“We had a minor issue here. All over now.”

Marc could feel Molly’s revulsion and shock
through the radio. “Any injuries? Do you need
assistance?”

“Our team has no injuries. We are 5-by.”

“Good. Make sure it all gets put in your
report.”

“Copy that. Out.”

Marc sent a new wave. False alarm. Great
work! Now carry on.

“She has a team out here with us.”

Marc nodded at Neil’s comment. “Recon, I’d
guess. It’s what I would do.”

“Same.” Neil moved toward the corral Theo
was now starting on. “I took samples. I’ll burn or
dig at your call.”

Marc considered it. As long as Morgan got
samples to test, he would probably be able to



determine what had killed their attacker and what
was wrong with her. There wasn’t a need for a full
autopsy, so they didn’t need to keep the body.
“We’ll burn. Pass that quietly to the recon team.”

Neil frowned, voice lowering. “You think that
was their minor issue?”

Marc shrugged. “I picked up horror. It sent me
straight to our moment here.”

Neil replayed the radio call in his mind. His
frown deepened. “She said our team has no
injuries.”

“And it was Molly. She likes to be on the radio.
I’ve never heard her be that short.”

“Same.” Neil grimaced. “I’m missing things.
It’s been too long.”

“Angela has plans to get us all back into
shape.”

“Yeah, looking forward to that.” Neil went to
pass the word to Molly about burning bodies
instead of burying them.

Marc ignored the sarcasm. His mind was
flying through the clues now. Kendle hadn’t told
them about these people because she’d been afraid
no one would believe her, but also because she’d
been afraid they would and then they wouldn’t
bring her here. This is home to her. Marc hadn’t
thought that would be the case, considering what
had happened to her. She also had no roots.

Marc scanned the path that would take him to
Luke’s cabin if he followed it. | guess that one
connection was stronger than all the other



influences in her life. Marc smiled, now thinking
of Angie. | understand.

A shadow broke away from the tree in front of
him. Marc stared at Adrian.

Adrian swept Marc and the busy people behind
him.

Marc dug deeper, needing a good moment
between them. He found Adrian’s mind closed.

Instead of breaking through, he withdrew. The
sense of danger hadn’t hit until he returned to the
ship this morning. He’d spent the night close to
Adrian and his group, but he hadn’t felt it.

I’ll watch for anything out of the ordinary.
Adrian straightened. If you need me, yell. He eased
out of sight as Kyle turned to Marc.

Marc waited to see if Kyle had noticed.

Kyle had been observing another side of their
base camp. “Our gophers are almost back. I can
hear them running.”

Marc followed Kyle to the center of the now
active town to meet them and send them back with
the samples and new updates, including the news
that Darren was a descendant. Marc refused to
think about Adrian or the feeling of being safer
that was now hitting him against his will.

Adrian rejoined his group, picking up his
heavy pack. He’d dropped it at the gunshot and
headed for Marc. He didn’t need Angela to assign
him as a protector. He already knew what she
wanted if there was a problem here. And



something’s going on. I don’t know what it is, but
| feel it. Adrian glanced over his shoulder at
Kendle.

Kendle was already turning into the tall grass.
She faded into the prevening shadows without a
word.

Kendle hadn’t gotten her fill of staring at
Marc. Fast glances weren’t enough. She wasn’t
going to do anything wrong. She didn’t have any
plans. I just want to look at him.

Adrian approved. Kendle would get to stare at
Marc for a while, and he would be safer. She
would rip someone apart with her bare hands if
they threatened him.

Adrian took the lead from Tommy. Kendle had
drawn them a small map of how to get to Luke’s
mountain bunker, in case any of them were dumb
enough to get lost.

Adrian surveyed Sadie. “You okay?” She was
carrying most of their stuff.

Sadie stuck out her tongue.

Adrian sighed deeply, making sure she heard
it. Sometimes he liked Sadie; and there was now.
She’d been hard to get moving this morning. It had
taken hours to get everything packed. They needed
to view all the possible shelters they were allowed
to use, then make a choice. Adrian knew Angela
didn’t want them as close as Luke’s cabin, but
being along the opposite shoreline wouldn’t give
them much shelter from the ocean if the weather



turned rough. Adrian was hoping the small bunker
would at least fit them all for sleeping.

“I’m about done.” Quinn was tired of walking
and sore. He slapped at a bug on his arm, stopping.
“Does it matter if we get there tonight or
tomorrow?”

Adrian considered it. He didn’t really feel like
walking anymore either. The land sickness might
be getting worse. “I guess not.”

Adrian glanced around. He chose a dirt area
under a canopy of tall trees. “Small fire and keep
track of it. It’s dry. Won’t take much to start a
blaze we can’t put out.”

Tommy saw they were near the base of the
winding rocky road that went up the side of the
cliff. Kendle had described it as terror in the dark.
Tommy hadn’t understood, but he could now
while studying that road. “Good. I don’t want to
walk that in the dark.”

Adrian grinned. “Afraid of ghosts?”

“Nope. I am afraid of whatever spooked
Molly.”

Adrian frowned. “I wasn’t sure if it was
overacting to screw with Marc and Angela. Molly
has that type of sense of humor.”

“Not this time. Something happened.”

Adrian understood he’d missed it. “What do
you think it was?”

Tommy shrugged. “No idea, but Marc’s on
edge t00.”



Adrian wasn’t surprised Tommy had picked up
on the emotional clues. He pushed to see if the man
had gone deeper. “What would make them
jumpy?”

“A real threat.” Tommy considered. “Another
army, residents who don’t want us here, an illness,
pirates. There are a few options.”

“Let’s narrow it while we get camp set up.”

Tommy didn’t mind the movement as long as
it wasn’t walking for a little while. He also
welcomed the chance to figure out the danger and
maybe even save Marc from it. Then no one will
hate me on either side. That’s my regret. I made
friends on that ship and | miss them now. If | can
have this life with Kendle and Adrian, and still
keep my friends in Safe Haven, I’ll never leave.

“I can see the ship.” Quinn pointed.

Adrian took a fast glance and quickly looked
away from the black-haired woman walking
across the pontoon bridge like she wasn’t afraid
they’d made a mistake. Oh, Angie. | miss you. |
wish we could have some time together, alone,
under good circumstances. Is that too much to
ask?

Yes, it is. Angela turned and went down into
the ship.

Adrian went to gather fallen wood for their
fire.

“I see smoke.” Tommy pointed this time.

Adrian scanned it. “That’s where the recon
team was for their issue.”



“How do you know?”

“By how clear the call was.”

“Should we go over and find out for
ourselves?” Tommy wasn’t in the mood for that
type of adventure, but if Adrian wanted to go, he
would provide support.

“No.” Adrian knelt to start placing the
branches for their fire. There was a lot of fallen
wood all around them. It wouldn’t last, but it
would get them through for right now. “They’re on
a run. Interrupting them won’t go over well.”

“And we’re not welcome anyway, right?”

Adrian sighed. “Not for a while, Eagle. But
there is good news for you. You just might end up
with what you want most.” Unlike me. I'm here for
the long haul. The next three years are going to be
rough.



Chapter Nine
Motivation Matters

1

(14
Look around. See if there’s anything we

should take back now.”

Pam nodded gratefully and went into the
treehouse. The smell of the burning body was hard
on her stomach.

Gus didn’t like it either. He lingered in the
grass and waited for the call to go.

Jeff sympathized. I'm just made of slightly
stronger stuff.

Standing nearby but downwind, Molly also
scanned their surroundings. They were all shocked
by the fast death. They were also disturbed by the
state of the woman who was now burning.

The front of her no-longer white coat had been
splattered with dried blood. The back of her coat
had been tacky with bodily waste. Getting her
outside would have been messy if not for Pam
pulling out a roll of plastic. That pile of used scrap
was now bagged and sitting next to the house for
later removal. They’d attached a hazardous waste
symbol and hoped it would be enough to make
people leave it alone until a cleaning crew came
through.



Other than the actual spot of the death, the
home wouldn’t require much cleaning. The room
where the doctor had been trapped was the worst.
They had opened the doors and windows in every
room to air it out. The boss would send a small
team next to get it ready for use and then the camp
would come here and never know what had
happened. That bothered Molly. The doctor had
clearly been living rough. She had a lot of
questions and few answers. Molly hated a mystery.
“Make sure you take any notebooks or journals.”

“I will.” Pam called it through the broken
doorway.

lan was also standing downwind, but he was
watching the body burn. I killed her.

“You reacted like a senior Eagle.” Jeff knew
what lan was thinking. “You did your job.”

“My job is to kill?”

Jeff nodded. “A lot of the time, yes. Cherish
the moments that don’t involve death. Soak them
In so you can remember there is another side.”

Ian felt a little better. “I’'m not sure if I can
keep doing this. I also don’t want to quit.”

Jeff had gone through that as well. “Take time;
think it all through. Then the next action will hit
and you’ll see which way you go.”

“I can do that.” Ian turned away from the body.
“How long do we have to stay?”

Jeff studied the body. “Probably an hour.
We’ll make sure the fire’s out before we go.”

“And the...bones?”



Jeff frowned. “We’ll leave them until the boss
says otherwise.”

“Why?”

Molly knew that answer. “It’s a warning of
who we are and what we’re capable of when
provoked.”

[an stared at her. “So we have claimed this
island.”

Molly nodded. “Yes. This became New
America as soon as Marc and Angela landed last
night.”

Everyone jumped as a twig snapped in the fire.

Jeff frowned. “Where’s Dog?”

“He’s off on his own mission.”

“What do you mean?” Jeff wasn’t sure if they
needed to go search for him.

“He didn’t come out here to do recon with us.
He’s here for Marc.”

“I guess he does miss him.”

Molly made a face. “It has nothing to do with
bonding. Dog knows Marc’s in danger. He wants
to be there to watch out for him.”

“So do I.” Pam stuck her head out of a window.
She was glad the others had brought it up. “Is there
any way to make it burn faster?”

Jeff started to say no. He paused, considering.
“Yes, actually there iS.” It would use the last of his
lighter fluid, but it would get them on the move in
half the time. He sighed, reaching for his gear.
“Almost out of tobacco anyway. Must be time to
give it up.”
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Dog leapt up, fur bristling. He’d been resting
and listening since arriving, staying close to Marc
as the man worked. Dog faced the tree line,
pinpointing the noise.

Marc stopped hammering the board in place.

Everyone else paused too, turning to scan the
trees.

“Hello in camp.” Jeff could feel the hostility
rushing toward them. “Recon team coming in.”

Marc and his group resumed what they were
doing as Jeff and his team came through the trees.

Men nodded and grinned at each other in
recognition, but they stayed quiet. The senior
Eagles understood where they were.

Daryl had begun to feel better as the day wore
on. Gus’s arrival now brought back his headache
and his anger. He went right back to work after
scanning to see who’d been picked for recon.

Marc caught the smell of burnt flesh and
matched it to the odor also lingering here. Kyle and
Neil had burned the townswoman’s body just out
of sight; they were still observing that area to make
sure the fire didn’t spread. Marc sniffed again and
caught a whiff of lighter fluid. That’s how they got
done with their burn before us.

Marc glanced up at Jeff as Theo went to get the
next usable board from the pile. “Update me.”

The recon team all regarded Pam.



Pam frowned at the teammates who’d insisted
she tell Marc since she’d thought of it. “We ran
into a grounder at the doctor’s home. We cleared
it and the rest of the island, including your
backtrail. We did not go inside homes.”

“Grounder?” Marc caught images of the death
they’d had.

Pam shrugged. Our bodies turn back into the
ground. And it might be easier to think of them as
animals. You know?

Marc locked his thoughts. | get it.

lan saw temporary corrals going up in two
places, and a leader who’d worked right next to his
team. Marc was streaked with gray ashes through
his hair and down his shirt.

Marc hid his frown. | need energy for the first
time. I'm going gray. “Good. Angela doesn’t want
to take the chance on starting a new war.”

Pam wanted to tell Marc they may already
have that issue, but she wasn’t sure of her
conclusions. “Can we talk later?”

Marc nodded. “I’ll be sending people to the
ship shortly. They could use an escort. You can
send your notes directly to the boss.” He included
the rest of the team. “Then you can come back and
have a beer around the fire.”

The recon team brightened at the invitation.
They all wanted to stay on land a while longer.

“Sure.”

“We can do that.”



Marc was sure they were the security team
he’d been expecting. Angie pulls three-fers all the
time. She got two topside clears of the island by
two teams today, she covered a fresh security
detail for me, and she knows we’ll all bond
through this, making it easier for me to train and
lead them. “Until then, do you have orders to
follow?”

Jeff grinned. “A couple.” He scanned the
mildly interested crew that was covered in sweat.
He found Daryl. His grin widened. “The boss said
Gus has guard duty here.”

Marc hid a smile at being correct. “I don’t need
it.”

“Cool, ‘cause it’s for Daryl.”

Silence fell for a few seconds. Then chuckles
and outright laughter drowned out the protests of
both men.

Marc realized Angela had just pulled a five-
fer. Tension had just broken, and the Daryl/Gus
problem would be settled out here, away from the
camp. He shrugged, amused and as always,
impressed with his mate. “If the boss ordered it...”

Gus glared at the rest of the recon team. “You
should have told me.”

Jeff snickered. “You should have known she
wasn’t going to let you get by with whatever you
did.”

Gus relaxed. “This is a punishment for being
switched? Awesome.” Gus marched over to where
Daryl was hammering loosened nails through the



charred boards so they could reuse them. “Now I
know I’m one of you.”

Fresh laughter prevented the tension from
returning. The rest of the recon team switched
places with the men on duty, giving them a break
as they’d been ordered to do.

Marc refused to admit he felt better having
more senior Eagles here. “If you’re staying and
want to pass a message to someone on the ship,
give it to them soon. The gophers will not be
coming back out tonight.”

Timmy was relieved. He wanted to be back in
time for mess. He was finding comfort in food.
Cathy’s betrayal was stinging constantly. Stuffing
himself seemed to dull it.

Mike also brightened. He was supposed to
check on the radio when he returned, then he was
off for the rest of the night. He was going to spend
it with Leeann. He’d found some puzzles they
could do while she was recovering.

“I have a sample that needs to be on ice.”

Marc motioned at his kit. “Back pouch. When
you drop your report, tell the boss we’ve marked
nine hatches. Find out when she wants the tunnel
cleared.”

Marc expected to be told it was tomorrow’s
work, but if she wanted them to start on it tonight,
he would pick a few men who weren’t worn out
and they would go night crawling.

Jeff opened Marc’s kit and found the rear
pouch packed with ice from the ship. Jeff slid in



his labeled sample and quickly shut the kit. The ice
was melting, but the material of the kit had slowed
it a lot. He grinned, thinking about the gophers
who’d had to run the ice out here.

“We’ll set up in the barn. Theo said it’s in good
shape. We’re already storing our gear in it. Just
needs a fire ring and we’re all set.”

[an took Marc’s hint. He passed the word so
the rest of the recon team could lighten
themselves. Then he went to make a firepit in the
barn. Most of the people who stayed would remain
close to the fire. A few might wander off though,
and the light would help them get back from a
drunken bathroom moment. lan wondered how
Marc planned to handle security.

“Hey! All maps need to go to Neil.”

Molly handled that, eager to view what Neil
came up with. The former trooper was an artist.
Molly thought his talents were wasted on maps,
but she would be grateful to have them just the
same.

Gus watched Daryl hammer in a long nail. He
saw the bruise from his fist each time Daryl swung.
She married him. I can’t believe she did that after
the way he treated her.

Daryl finished that nail and proceeded to the
next preplaced board.

Gus moved with him.

Daryl’s cheeks flamed. “I don’t need a sitter!”

Gus didn’t answer.



Daryl hammered in the next nail and dropped
the tool. He stood up fast, making Gus take a step
back to avoid him. “Get lost!”

“Make me.”

Daryl let go, swinging from the hip.

Gus took the full-arm hit across the cheek. He
staggered, pain slamming into his face and neck.

Daryl stopped, waiting to see if the man
recovered as rookies hurried out of the way.

Gus tried. He blinked, hands clenching in
preparation. Waves of dizziness hit him hard. He
sank to his knees as blood ran from one nostril.

Daryl stepped by him. “Get back to me on
that.”

Eagles hurried over to help Gus.

Daryl went to Marc. “She’s had her fun. It was
a great lesson on size doesn’t matter. Send him
back or I’'m out of here.”

“The medic will decide if he needs to go to the
ship.” Marc gave the tired, dirty man a small grin.
“Might be the best one I’ve ever seen you do.”

Daryl shrugged. “The motivation matters.
Adrian was right about that.” Daryl waved at the
rookies. “Lessons on my next off day. See me for
scheduling.”

Marc wasn’t sure if this is what Angela had
wanted, but he was all for it. Daryl wasn’t a huge
man compared to a lot of the Eagles. Knowing he
could take out the biggest man here with a single
hit was a great deterrent and a perfect example of



how training mattered more than physical build.
Damn. That’s a six-fer. | have a long way to go.

“Are the girls supposed to do this stuff too?”

Pam regarded Megan. The girl had slid closer
when the one-sided fight started. Pam snorted.
“Most women have no interest in this side of Eagle
life. That’s why there are so few of us.”

Megan sighed. “That’s too bad.”

Pam frowned. “Why?”

“I want to join in, but I’'m not close enough
with anyone, or angry enough at anyone, to do it.”

Pam grinned as she understood. “Marc might
do matchups later. He’ll assign it, or there might
be personal challenges.”

“Will you be there?”

Pam bristled, cool shield coming down. “It
would be my honor to knock out your next tooth.”

Megan laughed. “Awesome. It’s a date.”

Pam caught Darren’s strained expression. She
inspected his thoughts and got caught up on what
had happened before they arrived.

Gus let the Eagles help him up. He slowly
turned, searching for his target. He spotted Daryl,
who was surrounded by rookies. He stomped that
way, weaving.

Daryl spun around, voice dropping into that
dangerous place where anything could happen.
“We’re done.”

Gus knew better than to nod and increase his
pain. “I need an evening slot.”



Daryl relaxed as he realized Gus wanted a
lesson. “Okay.”

Gus stared at the smaller man, too hurt to hold
onto his anger. “You better make her happy.” He
went to where the medic was waiting and leaned
against the closest tree.

Daryl wrote it in his book, mood improving.
He refused to rub the hand that was already
swelling and starting to ache. | may have broken
my wrist.

Marc checked his watch. “It’s time, people.
Get your gear and line up. You’re heading to the
boat. See the Eagles on deck duty for instructions
before going below.”

Jeff noticed Greg and Neil evaluating the
woman who was missing a tooth. He didn’t know
her name, but the senior men were studying her
like they did with promising male rookies. He
lifted a brow.

Darren gestured subtly since Neil and Greg
were both in Marc’s line of sight and couldn’t do
it without him noticing.

Jeff caught Marc’s eye. “Permission to add a
team member for this run?”

Marc knew. “Megan! You’re up.”

Megan immediately walked over to the
forming line and waited for orders.

Marc liked that. The rookie knew to be quiet
and not expect the lead. She might make a nice
addition to a senior team. But not mine. Mine is
full.
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“It gets dark quick out here.”

Jeff grunted. He was trying to make sure they
didn’t miss the path their gophers had created
during their runs today. “Agreed.”

The trees cracked and twitched with animals
waking up and other animals trying to avoid them.
It shifted constantly, making the shadows hard to
watch. Everything was moving; they had to figure
out if it was a threat in a split second.

Gabe scanned the shadowy trees, uneasy
feeling growing. “I don’t think we’re alone.”

The rest of the group muttered or spread his
comment.

Jeff frowned. “Stop spooking the herd.”

Gabe flushed. “My bad.” He gestured. “It’s
odd being on land again.”

Jeff nodded, willing to let it go. “Pay attention.
If we get lost, we’ll be the joke for the next
month.”

Gabe didn’t want that. He closed his mouth
and tried to ignore that warning bell in his mind.

Darren stepped closer to Megan.

Megan noticed. She let him stay. Gabe was
right. The jungle around them was closing in to full
darkness. She fought the urge to flip on her neck
light.

“We’re there. I see the shore.” Jeff marched a
little faster. “Let’s move.”



The weary group walked faster, all relieved.

Greg also stepped up next to Megan. “Coming
back out with us?”

Megan nodded. “Pam said there might be
matchups tonight.”

“Maybe.” Greg wasn’t sure there would be
enough people. Now that it was nearly dark, he
was positive half the people who’d planned to
return would find an excuse not to, just to avoid
this walk back through an unknown jungle in the
dark. Only true Eagles had the sand to do that.
“Marc’s there, so it should be fun.”

“Any chance Adrian will stop by? I’d love to
view that matchup.”

Silence fell through the group at Hannah’s
tactless comment.

Greg sighed. “We prefer them to get along.
Maybe you’d like to face the tiger instead.”

Hannah frowned. “Who’s the tiger?”

“Marc. When he’s out of his cage, he’s lethal.”

Hannah shrugged. “I guess Adrian wouldn’t be
able to put up much of a fight in his condition.”
She’d seen him today for a brief moment. He
looked ill.

“He wasn’t always like that.” Greg
remembered the days when Adrian stepped into
matchups and men groaned, hoping they weren’t
chosen to fight him. “I miss that.”

Several people nodded. The others either
didn’t care or didn’t care enough to start a fight. It
had been a long day of working. The sight of their



ship, with Zack and Ray standing guard, was a
relief.

Megan took a last glance behind her. Green
eyes glowed and then vanished. She turned back,
following the line. “Make sure my notes get to the
boss.”

“I will.” Their quiet movements allowed lan to
hear the ocean. It was calm, almost soothing. The
sun was setting behind the island and the shadows
that had followed the team to the shore now began
rushing over the beach toward the bridge. Why do
[ think I'm safer now on the water?

“Marc’s team is coming.” Ray and Zack were
both on the ramp. They’d been acting casual and
pretending they weren’t worried. None of the radio
transmissions they’d heard today were comforting.

Ray was afraid of what the returning teams
would say. He didn’t want to know his bad feeling
about the island was correct.

Zack was worried about his sons, though he’d
seen them twice on their runs. He no longer heard
the loud drone of insects. The rushing water was
all his ears were picking up. It was telling them to
be careful.

Zack gave a short whistle. “Decontamination
team get set!” Zack lifted his glasses. “You
have... fifteen patients to handle. Be firm, be clear.
Do not take no for an answer.”

The two-dozen camp members who’d
volunteered nodded and grinned. Most of them



were happy enough to have been given a duty on
the top deck where they could at least stare at the
island without it being through a small window.
The rest were eager to hear the stories the returning
team was sure to tell.

Angela came up the stairs and stood at the
ramp, just above the small decontamination center
they’d set up after Marc’s last update. Angela saw
two small streams of smoke rising above the tree
line. That’s where both my men are. I like knowing
that and at the same time, so does everyone else.
Angela considered ordering Marc to run a cold
camp. She quickly discarded the idea. The Eagles
wanted a night on land around a campfire. She had
to trust them to also be careful in unfamiliar
surroundings. Adrian and Marc are both out there.
The island is safer than this ship. Angela sighed. |
hope.

She waited as the long line of tired men and
women trudged by the animals in the portable
corrals and headed for the pontoon bridge.

Zack began flashing orders in Eagle code. He
followed them up with mental orders to senior
men.

“We’re being cleaned.” Tan thought about the
evening shift he’d volunteered for and yawned
tiredly. “Just go along and they’ll get us through as
fast as they can.”

“Might not be that bad.” Darren pointed. “The
boss is watching.”



Men snickered at the idea of showering while
Angela looked down on them. New life flowed
through the mostly male group.

The women didn’t notice. They were eager for
the showers, especially Molly, who could smell
burnt wood all over her hands and clothes. She
wasn’t worried about the dead doctor being
contaminated in some way. She just wanted the
smell to be gone.

“We’ll call names. Hang out on the shore or
bridge.” Zack waved at Ralph, who was leading
the camp people through this chore.

Ralph stepped forward with a sheet of paper
he’d had Angela check on the way up here. “The
boss needs Kyle, Neil, Jeff, Shawn, and Darren
first. The next batch will be called in a few
minutes.”

The five men stepped forward and went where
Ralph pointed. Doing it this way ensured everyone
was accounted for, and it eliminated any possible
contaminants.

Jeff eyed the open-top shower tents now
populating the deck below the bridge. He looked
up to where Angela was standing and grinned.
“Where do you want my clothes?” He started
stripping.

Daisey hurried forward with a large garbage
bag and held it open.

Jeff wanted to take his time and tease the boss,
but there were a lot of people waiting. He quickly



cleaned out his pockets, handed over his kit for a

decontamination spray, and started on his clothes.
The women on the bridge paled, realizing they

were going to have to strip in front of the men.

Greg watched to see who was going to protest
or ask for a concession. He also scanned for male
leers.

There weren’t any. The men were tired and
their minds were already centered on the boss.
They weren’t going to stare at the females in their
group with Angela’s attention on them.

The women realized that at the same time,
sharing sheepish grins. The boss was here.

Ralph nodded to Daisey.

She gestured at Grant.

Grant activated the hoses.

Male shouts echoed across the deck.

Scrubbing women rushed forward with soapy
brushes while Ralph began to spray the
disinfectant.

The people waiting their turn winced and
turned to stare at the ramp.

“I think I"d like to go back and spend the night
with Marc.” Jeff shivered.

Daisey chuckled. “Who wouldn’t?”

Ralph came to the ramp again. “Next five
senior Eagles!”

Jeff slid into the robe one of the camp women
held out, skin on fire. “Little rough.”

Daisey reached out to tie his robe.



Jeff flinched back. “I’m already bleeding.
Thanks.”

Daisey frowned at him and went to get a clean
brush.

Jeff went up the steps in paper slippers and a
robe. He joined Angela at the ramp, cheeks bright
red. “Am I being punished?”

Angela laughed. “I’m sorry. I told them not to
miss a spot.”

“They didn’t. The skin’s gone. Everywhere.”
He tugged the robe tighter. “Orders? And keep in
mind I’m only dressed for a couple of things right
now.”

Angela’s laughter rolled over the deck. She
motioned. “Off duty until dawn.”

Jeff curtsied like a southern woman. “I’'m
heading back out as soon as I get changed.”

Angela’s mirth followed him down the steps.
She hadn’t given Jeff a job because he’d chosen
what she already wanted. He would consider it fun
time off the ship; she considered it another guard
for Marc if he needed it.

Kyle and Neil joined her at the same time.

Angela didn’t keep them. “Samantha needs an
escort. She’s on the way to your cabin.”

Neil waited for more. When nothing came, he
went below, holding the robe away from his body
so people didn’t get such a perfect outline of his
shape.

“I had to give Jennifer something to do. She’s
recording the law meeting until we feel pain from



her and then she’s off duty until at least dawn. So
are you. Make sure she rests.”

Kyle jogged down the steps as Darren joined
Angela in a bright red robe.

“Does this make my nose look bigger?”

“No, just your ass.”

Darren burst out laughing. He joined her with
no sign that being in a thin robe bothered him. He
leaned against the railing and swept the group still
waiting on the shore and the bridge.

“The recon team found the doctor’s office. It’s
small, but it’s already set up for medical use.”

Darren nodded. “Just say when. I’ll clear it and
get it stocked.” Darren had done that for Adrian.
He knew the drill. He’d been doing side jobs for
the boss of Safe Haven before Angela had even
joined. Darren was glad his services were being
used openly now, but he still missed the feeling of
doing private jobs.

“Pick a partner who will keep it quiet until I'm
ready for the camp to know.”

Darren scanned the waiting group again. He
decided to take a chance. “Megan.”

Angela studied the girl. “I assume she had a
good day.”

“I think she did. I might be biased since I like
her. Oh, yeah. I just found out I'm like you and
Marc.” Darren waited to see if Angela was okay
with that.



“I haven’t read the notes yet.” She sent a wave
of approval. “Great job blocking me. I didn’t
know.”

Darren grinned, enjoying the feeling of her
praise.

Angela felt his question and his reluctance to
ask. She smiled. “If you can find an open cabin,
you can have it.”

Darren beamed. “Awesome.” He’d wanted to
be on the descendant deck since they’d set sail.
“When do you want us to go?”

“Take a quick sleep break, together maybe?”
Angela grinned. “Then go. Hourly clicks.”

Darren chuckled as he headed for the stairs.
“You’re the boss.”

Ralph came to Angela with a kit. “Recon team
Is staying with Marc, except for Molly and lan.
This is what they found today.”

Angela took the bag, relieved Marc would
have them. She doubted Morgan or Kimmie would
be happy with the news, however. They were both
anxious and neither of them were leaving the ship
tonight. “Don’t let the recon team go yet. They can
escort and carry things back since the gophers are
in for the night.”

“I’1l tell them to hang around.”

Angela made a face as her stomach twisted.
After hours getting the pontoon bridge in place,
her muscles were sore.



Ralph saw it. He waved toward the steps. “The
mess just opened. Go eat right now, then go to your
other meetings. I’ve got this.”

Angela didn’t argue. She’d had a quick bite of
her cold lunch. She’d forgotten about it after that.

Angela was aware of Cody following her. The
other kids were either on break or another chore.
She’d kept Cody because he’d asked her to. Even
Cate had wanted to run all over the ship doing her
errands, but Cody was sticking close. “Is it because
your dad’s in danger?”’

Cody nodded, letting out a sound of relief.
“I’'m glad you know!”

“I do. 'm sending him more support for
overnight.”

Cody made a face. “You should tell him he has to
come home now.”

Angela chuckled. “I’d like to, but I can’t. Just
like he can’t tell me what to do.”

“You’re the alpha. You’re the boss.”

“Only in camp life, Cody. If I boss him around
in downtime, it’1l split us up.”

Cody sighed. “I don’t know about this adulting
stuff. Sounds all wrong.”

Angela laughed. “No argument there.”

They both fell silent as they met a group of
camp women who were also going to the mess.
Angela smiled, but she stayed to herself. The
stomach-ache was getting worse. She needed to
get food in there so it would stop. “Just put the
updates on the table. I’ll work while I eat.”



Coming up behind her with full arms, Jayda
chuckled. “The important ones are on top. Have a
seat. I’ll get you a tray.”

Hurting, Angela agreed. “Thanks.”

The mess was full of tired people who were
ready to eat and relax. Most of them were also
hoping for a bedtime story, but Angela didn’t have
full details on the island yet. She couldn’t tell them
exactly what had happened because she didn’t
know. The returning teams would give them those
stories later in the showers and in bunks while they
were supposed to be sleeping. Safe Haven’s gossip
chain never rested.

She sank down at the table and tried to seem
like she wasn’t worried or in pain.

Jayda handed her the top note and a pain pill.
She left before Angela could give it back.

Angela chuckled as she realized the woman
had been studying Ivan. He did that when he
couldn’t stand to see her winces anymore after a
long day or night. Angela washed it down with a
drink from her warm canteen. She skimmed the
note Jayda had handed her.

Megan swears she saw someone following
them around all day. Thinks it might be a survivor
who'’s afraid to make contact.

Recon team removed a danger. So did Marc'’s
team. We’ve had two island deaths now. We're
calling them grounders.

Blood samples have been sent to the coolers in
the new medical lounge. They re marked.



Angela folded the notes, stomach twisting
again. The samples would have to wait while
Tonya recovered. The possible island survivor was
a good thing. The two deaths were dangerous. If
there were more survivors, they wouldn’t come out
after seeing her people kill some of theirs. She
didn’t know yet what had provoked those two
incidents, but it was in the nightly reports that were
still coming in.

Jayda sat a tray in front of Angela. “I can take
some of that to your room for later.”

Angela picked up her fork. “I have to do the
updates now. The pack of books and journals can
go. Thanks.”

Jayda scooped up the heavy kit and headed for
the exit.

Angela had already gotten updates on all their
injured people, including Tonya and her newborn.
Morgan was giving them healing sessions between
researching laws for the meeting. They were doing
well. The brig crowd had left as soon as they’d
found out Tim had been moved; there was no
reason for them to stay. They’d all gone back to
their cabins and jobs. Ironically, many of them
were currently within fifteen feet of Tim’s location
and didn’t know it.

Around the mess, the topics of conversation
were exactly what she’d expected. They were
curious about the meetings, angry over Tim’s
choice, furious with Courtney, glad Tonya and
Jennifer’s babies had survived, and they were



excited to finally be at their destination. All the
decks were busy. As each group finished their
chores, they would come here for a quick meal and
their next assignment. Conner was still handling
that, though he’d slowed now. She knew he had to
be tired. This was one time he would be glad to get
off point duty when Charlie took over at midnight.

Angela dug into the Tuna Helper, lids closing
as the smell sent her to a happy place. Yum.

“Did you see her shoveling it in? It’s great she
has an appetite again.”

“I agree. She’s too thin. She needs about
fifteen or twenty pounds.”

lan listened to the camp members walking by.
He didn’t know who they were talking about. He
swept the mess, searching for a female eating
heavily. He stopped on Angela as she scraped up
the last morsel on her tray. Angela didn’t usually
have a large appetite. Maybe tonight’s food is
worth eating. He proceeded toward the line,
waving off people who wanted tales from the
island.

Others did the same, all planning on picking
whatever she was having.

Angela didn’t notice. She belched loudly and
excused herself. Her stomach gurgled.

Angela yawned. “Ugh. Not yet. I have work
left.”



lan got his tray and sat down. He scooped up a
large bite of the Tuna Helper and eagerly shoved
itin.

lan paused as his eyes began to water. He
chewed again, forcing himself to taste, to swallow.
A tear dripped into his bowl.

He shoved it away and grabbed his drink.
Okay, it’s not the food.

Angela saw their gophers come in. She wasn’t
surprised when Mike grabbed two drinks and
hurried out. Timmy began loading his tray full.
Angela made a note for them to check on the boy
later.

She saw Kimmie join her guard detail and
decided to get it over with. He's staying on the
island tonight. He's fine.

Kimmie turned and left the mess.

Angela made another note to check on the girl
later too. She wasn’t picking up rebellion, just
sadness.

Angela read the next update.

Three animal pens are ready as long as we
don’t actually use them.

Love you.

Angela smiled. Marc seemed like he was in a
good mood. She was thrilled with the progress
he’d made.

She resumed her updates.

Have Gus and Daryl checked out by a medic.
One for a broken wrist. The other for a concussion.



Angela wasn’t happy that had happened, but
she preferred it to be off the ship. The two men
were going to go at it anyway. She’d just chosen
the location and witnesses.

Her team now looked like she felt—-weary and
satisfied they’d put in a good day of prep. They
couldn’t all flood the island with people and crap.
It had to be organized, and some of it couldn’t be
done until today. They’d needed to view the island
for themselves. Now that they had, the rest of the
work could continue. Crews would be laboring
into the night to get them ready for tomorrow’s
plans of animals, den mothers, and builders taking
over the base camp.

Angela motioned to Harry.

Harry left his place in line and joined her.

“I need a checkup for two Eagles.” Angela
gave him Marc’s note. “Find them and handle it.
No exceptions.”

Harry left. He didn’t mind. The grimaces on
the faces of those eating said the meal wasn’t that
good.

Angela looked up as another group entered the
mess. Monica and Molly had Candy between
them. The females appeared happy, even Candy.
Angela was glad. Maybe her delivery will go on
time. The others haven’t. Though Samantha’s had.
She’d miscounted the dates. Everyone else had
been interrupted so far and she didn’t want that to
happen to Candy. She didn’t think the woman



could take another tragedy. She needed to recover.
We all do.

Ed entered the mess and quickly found Angela.
He began gathering the updates she’d finished
with.

“Thanks. Did we get any volunteers to go
ashore for the night?”

“More than we need. I picked the most reliable
men. They’re headed to the top deck now to meet
their escorts. We were told the recon team was
handling that.”

“They are and they’re probably ready to roll
right now. Tell our men to hurry.”

“I will.” Ed took the updates and left.

Cody pointed at the doorway closest to them.
“Morgan.”

Angela slowly rose and cleaned up her mess.
“I’11 take a nap when I go to bed tonight.”

Cody snickered. He followed her to the trash
bin, dumping his own tray. It was half eaten.

Angela noticed. “Are you feeling okay?”

Cody nodded, voice low. “It just wasn’t that
good. Shhh.”

Angela shrugged. “It was a little burnt and
crunchy. I loved it.”

Cody made a face. “Girls are weird.”

“Wait until you get older. That gets even
crazier.” Angela followed Morgan, amusement
falling away. “Once we start, no one disturbs us
unless it’s an emergency. You have my list.”



“I do.” Cody walked straighter, standing taller.
“You got it, boss.”

Angela swallowed a grin and followed Morgan
into the office they’d chosen.

Cody shut the door behind them and leaned
against it with his arms over his little chest. | feel
like my dad right now.

The powerful sensation sank into his heart and
settled there for life.



Chapter Ten

No-Go

1
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Hi!” Samantha gave Neil a fast hug as he

joined her near the steps where a line of people
were headed down. “Welcome home.” She hid her
cramps and enjoyed the feel of his body against
hers.

Neil blocked his thoughts and forced a cheery
expression. “Busy day?” He’d wanted to call and
order her to rest; he was proud that he hadn’t.

“Very.” Her voice lowered. “I can’t talk about
the case with you, but | can pass a message of
comfort if you want to tell Tim anything.”

“No need.” Neil leered. “Boss put me on duty
over you. I’ll be close for the rest of the night.”

Samantha lit up. “Awesome.”

Neil let her warmth ease his troubled mind.
“Where are the kids?”

“With Wade. The den mothers and Ralph have
been by a lot to check on them.”

Neil frowned. “Wade had the twins all day?”

Samantha nodded. “I’ve been by there a dozen
times. Would have been half that, but | keep
forgetting to take things I need.”



“Take things where?” Neil held her arm as
they went down the steps. He could tell she was
tired.

“I did some interviews to prepare for whatever
comes next. Then | did some research. I might
need an assistant this time.” Samantha brightened
again. “I’m hoping to get the case thrown out.
That’s public news.”

Neil realized Samantha was already all-in. He
sighed. “Whatever you need.”

Samantha could tell Neil had been through a
rough run, but she was on a timetable. She hurried
toward their cabin. “I fed the boys on my last trip
while Wade got a shower. I need to see if they’re
ready for a follow-up. I’m trying to get them to
sleep through the night.”

“Already?”

She grinned. “There’s nothing wrong with
having dreams, Neil.”

Neil chuckled as he reached for the doorknob.
“I couldn’t agree more.” He attributed her great
mood to having a job and the power of a pain pill.
Doing the same myself as soon as I'm on
downtime.

They stepped inside their cluttered cabin and
stilled, struck by the sight of Wade laying on top
of the made bed with a swaddled twin on each arm.
All three males were resting peacefully. One of the
boys even had Wade’s big finger in his miniature
hand.



Wade opened one eye. “They crashed. Amy’s
at the playground with some of the other Kkids.
Then she’s helping the boss.”

Samantha smiled, moving toward the closet
for a more comfortable pair of shoes. The flats
looked good, but they made too much noise for the
night shift. “You’re great with them.”

Neil shut the door, catching flashes of Wade’s
day. The boys getting baths, playtime that
consisted of Wade making shadow puppets and
telling them a story, meals of pumped milk given
on Samantha’s schedule. That was a tired man
lying under those two tiny lives. “You feel better.”

Wade shut that one lid. “Every bone in my
body hurts. It’s satisfying.”

Samantha checked her watch. “I’m sorry. I still
have a final meeting. 1 hope it will all be over
tonight. Then the medics are insisting | get a
checkup. They want to do the boys tomorrow.”

“We’re fine.” Wade smiled. I'm right where [
belong.

Samantha snickered. Yeah, in my bed. She had
six weeks to wait physically. Mentally, she’d
already had Wade.

Neil cleared his throat. “Darling?”

Samantha stilled at the tone. “Yes, my love?”

“The medics said eight to ten weeks.”

Samantha’s shoulder drooped. “Shit.”

Wade fought not to wake the twins with his
laughter.



Neil watched Samantha, panic easing now that
he was here with his family. I don 't want either of
them on that island yet. It’s not safe.

Samantha looked over; Wade opened both
eyes.

Neil refused to elaborate. “It’s not safe. If you
love me, you’re both no-go.”
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“We’re short a few.”

“They can’t make it to this one.” Angela
pushed off her shoes and sighed at the instant
relief. “This 1s our first time doing this officially. I
understand some of you are nervous or not sure if
you should be here. We’ll sort some of that as we
go. For right now, get comfortable and be patient.
We’re not leaving this room unless something
goes crazy.”

Knowing Angela had booked a lot of time for
this meeting let them relax. They all had questions
and doubts.

“I had some books and other supplies brought
in earlier. The boxes in the corner have us covered
for the evening.” Morgan had chosen the largest
office and had it stocked with snacks and drinks
that no one had touched so far. The topics were too
serious to eat and drink like this was a party.
Everyone had come in, taken a seat, and started
contemplating their new place in history.



Molly followed Angela’s example and pushed
off her shoes. “When is Tim’s trial?”

“Wrong order.” Morgan had been studying
their old laws since he’d found out he was going
to be on this council. “First we hold a pretrial
hearing to determine if there’s enough evidence to
arrest him.” Morgan paused, not sure if Angela
wanted him to keep going.

“Yes, please. And reminders later for those
who aren’t here.” Angela felt the warmth of the
room sink in. The security of being surrounded by
people who were smart and strong was a tonic to
her nerves. She immediately wanted to take a nap.

“I’ll make sure they know.” Morgan held up
sheets of copied paper. “I got the Xerox machine
working!”

A few people cheered. The machines on this
ship had resisted their efforts the entire trip.

“What’s the secret?”

Morgan grew serious. He leaned across the
wide table. “Grant had to activate that function
from his main control panel.”

Angela snickered as the others did the same or
shared annoyed looks because someone hadn’t
thought to try that sooner.

“So, pretrial hearing. If we agree with Kenn
that there’s enough evidence, we issue an arrest
document. Then we talk to his lawyer about
scheduling and bail.” Morgan frowned. “If we’re
going to allow bail. Those things have to be



decided before we do the pretrial hearing. That’s
why we’re here.”

“You mean we’re setting laws tonight?” Gus
wasn’t sure he was ready for that much
responsibility so soon. And this headache isn’t
helping. I think Daryl knocked a tooth loose.

“Yes.” Morgan gave them the truth like he
would any other rookies—a little at a time. “The
boss has most of this covered. We’re going to
make sure she hasn’t missed anything.”

Gus nodded, big shoulders relaxing. “I can do
that much.”

“And then we’re going to set some new laws.”

Everyone else sniggered as Gus scowled at
Morgan, but Angela didn’t. She was nervous about
the outcome. Makes me wish I'd looked ahead
now.

Morgan gaped. “Why didn’t you?!”

Angela took off her jacket and put it on the
chair behind her so Morgan wouldn’t know she
was lying. “I didn’t want to see that we can’t find
a way to maintain what we build.”

Angela took over the meeting, standing. “Our
old system worked some of the time. Other
countries had bits and pieces we can glue together
to try improving ours. We know it needs work, but
we also adore it and honor it.” Angela paused for
the door to open.

Samantha entered with a pale face, a thick
folder, a thin notebook, and a bruised Neil.



Samantha looked wide awake and fresh
compared to Neil, who was covered in bright
scratches and purple bruises. He’d clearly had a
long day on the island with Marc.

Neil scanned the room, nodded at Angela, and
shut the door. He joined Cody on duty.

Samantha took her seat next to Angela and put
the folder on the table. “I have an issue that comes
before this meeting or the pretrial hearing.”

“Go ahead.” Angela opened her book.

“I can’t be on this council and be a lawyer
when people get in trouble. We’d be starting off
with a conflict of interest.”

“I agree.” Angela forced out the words. “Are
you ready to make that choice?”

“No.” Samantha smoothed her brown slacks.
“Can I resign from this session and still keep my
place for now? I want to find a way to do both.”

“I have no problem with that for this case as it
doesn’t pertain to you in any way except that
which we all share. We know Tim. We like Tim.
We’re pissed at Tim. It’s not going to be a jury of
his peers. It can’t be.”

Samantha nodded. “I agree with that too.
However, as Tim’s lawyer, I have to request the
jury be taken from half normals and half
descendants. | request you as the judge, with a
provision that you will regularly monitor the jury
for fraud and intimidation.”

Angela glanced around the table. “The council
will vote. You will abstain.”



“No need for a vote.” Jennifer was keeping
track. As the enforcer, she had dominion over even
Angela in moments like this. That’s why Angela
had agreed to let her be here even though she’d had
a close call. I'm the only one who can do it right
now. We need to start a training class for that.

Angela made a fast note in her book.
Individual training classes with each type of
descendant. Like with the Eagles, she would try to
cross-train as many of her people as she could.
Marc would lead most of the actual training, but
the plans would come from her brain and a lot of
her oversight to make sure they covered
everything. This hive stuff is powerful when we re
on a project.

“It 1s so recorded.” Jennifer kept writing.
“Angela will judge. The jury will be a random pool
of each demographic, evenly. In event of a tie, the
judge will make the choice. I now request the law
council enter its first session to decide a law.”

Angela nodded at Ralph. “Name it.”

“Until we find a better way, will this be the
setup each time we need a trial? 50% jury pool and
you as the judge?”

“Yes, on the condition that if | have to resign
from the case, an alternate judge must be
prechosen and able to handle the case fairly.”

“The only way we can know for sure if
someone is being fair is to get in their thoughts.”
Morgan leaned back, unhappy. “I hate it, but a
descendant always has to be the judge.”



Gus nodded. “Agreed.”

“I agree. But it has to be people we trust to tell
the truth.” Grant’s voice hardened. “And that has
to be allowed to change if the person becomes
untrustworthy.”

“Agree.”

Angela and everyone else waited while
Jennifer put it in the official record book. That was
another duty of an enforcer. They were supposed
to keep a log of the events if there wasn’t a Keeper
in their group. William’s book had been full of
little details they hadn’t known. Most of them were
laughed at or ignored. Jennifer was doing each one
she read about. It was her turn with their history.
She was fascinated with testing the theories she
read. Angela was looking forward to a full report
when the teenager wore herself out of tests. At
some point, her copies would be sent to Adrian for
an official place in history.

“You may continue the meeting.” Jennifer got
a quick drink and leaned back. She felt fine now,
but it was nice to be in a recliner with her
equipment. She had it spread out around her so she
didn’t have to get up for anything.

“I want to pick the judges now.”

Angela shook her head at Harry. “Judges get
elected.”

The other members scowled.

“We’ll have to have elections. Mud-slinging
and politics.” Ralph dropped his pencil in



frustration. “Half the people hating each other
again.”

Angela snorted, sitting down. “We have that
now. It will just break off a few more splinters of
our original group.”

Ralph was stunned. “This is how we got the
old, fractured population that had so many
differences they couldn’t get along.” His grin
faded. “This sucks.”

Angela snorted bitterly. “Now that you’re
caught up, I want to make something clear. If we
can’t fix it or replace it so it repairs the problem
for good, I’'m not doing it for long. I will not restart
the same shit on a different day lives we had before
the war. We either fix it, or we pull it completely.”
Angela unfastened her jeans button and tugged her
jacket around so it covered a drafty shoulder. The
breeze coming down the ship stairway was chilly
to her now. “As we go through the pretrial hearing,
we’ll have to stop and discuss these things, make
choices. Samantha will be allowed to stay, but she
will not be allowed to advocate for her position.”

“What if she catches something we miss?”
Molly thought Samantha was smart. She wanted
her here. “We need her on the council.”

“She could also use something we miss against
us during the trials.” Gus shook his head. “I’'m
sorry. I don’t think she can do both on most cases.”

“Agreed. We have to find some lawyers, let
them train a few people, then slit their throats.”



Grant looked around as people stared at him.
“What?”

Angela frowned. “We’ll train them to be
impartial. It will take time. For now, Samantha
will do it when she can, along with a few others.”
Angela took a sheet from her book. “I’ve gathered
a list for us to pick through for defense and
prosecution positions. We’ll have a small pool for
these moments. The camp will elect several
judges. We need a little time on this one.”

“I figured it out.” Dwight hadn’t spoken yet.
He’d been working on a mental thread. “We’re the
new Supreme Court. That’s why only a few people
know exactly who’s in this room.”

Harry didn’t like that. “We weren’t elected.”

“The Supreme Court was nominated and then
Congress voted them in. That’s exactly what has
happened here. Each one of you were nominated.
The rest of leadership agreed you belong here.
Their silence gave us consent.” Angela pointed at
the door to let them know it was about to open.
“We’ll do something official later. Let me get us
settled first. I had hoped we’d have more time.”

Cody opened the door as the rest of the council
nodded or agreed this needed to come first, but
knowing the rest of leadership approved would
help ease a lot of their concerns.

Kenn stepped inside. “I was told to report here
now.”



Molly wished Kenn would take a minute to
change the jeans that were still splattered with
dried blood. Peter’s blood. He executed him.

Angela handed Kenn a sheet of paper. “We’ll
be ready to give you a choice on one of your
motions by the time you get back.”

Kenn scanned the quick list of chores to keep
him busy and left without looking at anyone else.
He knew who was in the room; he just didn’t care.

Cody shut the door.

Morgan got ready to search the notes he’d
brought. “Which motion?”

“Tim’s arrest. Kenn could only detain him. |
removed Tim from the brig and stashed him.”

“So he’s been held without counsel, against his
will, for how many hours now?”” Samantha opened
her notebook.

“He’s been enjoying games with a camp
member. He wanted to help us with an experiment.
I did not arrest him. I made that clear.” Angela
waved a hand. “T also told him that will happen if
we vote for it.”

Samantha was relieved. She didn’t want Tim
to be mistreated. “Good. I’d like to move that the
entire case be dismissed. We don’t have laws
against following the ways of the church. He
wasn’t breaking a law. The law doesn’t exist.”

Angela denied that. “Overruled. We have laws
that exist to prevent the tragedy we experienced.
All camp members know to tell someone if there’s
danger to us.”



“Exactly. After what we’ve been through, he
knew the choice he was making.” Gus had already
decided.

“She’s right, though. We obey old laws when
Safe Haven doesn’t have something covered yet.”
Harry looked around. “By that standard, he didn’t
break the law.”

“The choice of privacy is off the table, as of
right now. We’ll schedule another meeting for it. |
want to keep us on Tim’s case. Did he have to tell
us or do the old world’s laws rule in the absence of
our own?” Angela opened her thickest book.
“Let’s hear opinions, if anyone has any.”

“The old world is gone. Even if we don’t have
a law that says priests have to tell someone when
the confession is bad, the law about protecting this
camp is absolute. It’s like falling asleep on duty. If
something happens, you get in trouble for it, too,
even if it’s not completely your fault.” Morgan
was clear on how the Eagles worked.

“Anyone else?” Angela kept them moving.
She didn’t need her gifts to know how this was
going to end.

“One of America’s basic principles was the
right to religion without interference.” Harry
defended his friend. “Tim was obeying his
calling.”

“A calling he only recently adopted.” Dwight
shrugged. “If he’d been a priest his entire life, I
might buy it. He just converted. | vote for having
a trial.”



“Anyone else?” Angela waited. When no one
else spoke, she gave her thoughts. “I think the
camp should make this choice and we’ll approve it
or veto it. They need to hear why Tim wants it and
why Kenn doesn’t. Then we have the public vote
on this law, and all of them will understand what
they’re voting for or against.”

“That’s great.” Harry scowled. “But what
about Tim?”

Angela’s voice hardened. “We can’t put this
off or it will have bad effects. He’ll have to be
arrested and charged with the crimes he’s being
accused of so we can get this in place. If there’s no
arrest, then there’s no trial. If there’s no trial,
there’s no need to make the law and honestly, we
need this settled. It’s in my top ten list of changes
to make before I die.”

“You’re against it?”

“She can’t be!”

Angela sighed at Morgan’s question and
Harry’s automatic urge to protest. “I’m afraid if I
tell you my thoughts, you’ll all go with that and we
won’t be impartial enough. You’ll see how I feel
when the time comes and I cast my vote.”
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“And then she died. It was awful.”
Walking by, Kenn slapped the man on the back
of the head. “Shut up.”



Kenn could tell the rookie had put in a hard
day, but he didn’t let the man off the hook just
because he was scratched, tired, and bruised. “Get
to your next station!”

The rookie flushed as he realized he’d been
caught telling stories by a senior man. The group
around him fled so they didn’t get in trouble too.
The rookie followed them, worrying over the
consequences.

Kenn saw Darren lurking in the employee hall.
He kept going, assuming Darren was about to give
someone the scare of a lifetime.

Darren sniggered as he caught Kenn’s thought.
He’d considered scaring Megan, but decided to
just get her alone like he would with any other
Eagle. She was serious. If he kept his distance on
their runs, she might be willing to talk during
downtime. Or | can push her and see what
happens.

Megan came from the new infirmary hallway
at a fast clip. She spotted Darren and stopped.

Darren stepped through the employee door.
“You scored a private run from the boss if you
want it.”

Megan drew in a breath. | can do this. “Who
are we killing?”

Darren chuckled. “You don’t start there. We’re
clearing and stocking a new area before the camp
knows about it. It’s FND.”

“Foot-in-door, right?”

Darren nodded. “Do you understand it?”



“I think so. I’m getting on the boss’s good side
while proving my loyalty to the dream and the
Eagles by not taking credit.”

“You’re earning acceptance into the inner
circles of Safe Haven, Megan.” Darren stepped
closer. “The boss said we should sleep together
first.”

Megan laughed, brow lifting. “I’ll bet she did.”

Darren smiled, sending out charm. “It would
be an honor to be your relief source, if that’s what
you’re into.”

Megan blushed. “I’m not into anything yet.”

“But you like me. I know you do. We have a
spark.”

“So? You’re not like me now.” She looked at
the floor. “I’1l pick someone else. I’'m sorry.”

“Is it because you’re scared I’ll take over your
life or that our differences will split us in the end?”

Megan didn’t want to answer. She forced the
truth out. “My jealousy would split us up. I want
to be like you, Darren, more than anything. And
I’m not. Being partnered with one of you would be
the death of me.” She turned toward the showers.
“I’ll be right here in?”

“Five hours.”

“Got it.”

Darren watched her go, hating fate. It had
finally given him what he wanted most too, and the
difference was already costing him parts of a
future he knew he was supposed to have.



Conner appeared at the opposite hallway
entrance. “Hey, Darren? Hang around for a
minute.”

Darren nodded. He leaned against the wall and
concentrated on whatever was coming. Emotions
could wait. Danger might be nearby.

Kenn was on the other side of the wall,
listening to Darren and Megan while gathering
ammunition for the recon team to take to Marc. He
paused, straightening.

Darren went to the end of the hallway for a
better view. He made eye contact with Kenn, then
scanned the far steps. Other than the elevator, the
problem had to be coming through here.

Conner came from the camp hallway with two
more off duty men behind him. “Angela said we
don’t get involved unless we have to. Her exact
words were: stand there and think.”

Darren frowned. “About what?”

Conner shrugged. “She didn’t say. I assumed
you all would know. Anyway, no weapons. Kyle
is going to be point on this.”

Footsteps echoed. Angela came down the
stairs and headed for the camp hallway. Kyle was
on her heels. Neil walked behind her with tense
steps.

Kenn figured it out a few seconds later. He
finished loading the ammunition into the bags,
mind racing.



Angela went by Ralph’s post. “Clear the hall,
ladies and gentlemen. Clear this hall for the next
three minutes.”

People hurried into their cabins, but they didn’t
close the doors yet. They wanted to know if there
was going to be gunplay before they shut off their
first-row seats to the newest action or event.

Angela tapped on Tobias’s door. “Come on
out. We’ve made a choice.”

The door opened slowly. Tobias peered out.
“What was the choice?”

Angela waved.

Kyle and Neil stepped forward, firmly moving
Tobias aside to get to Tim.

“Stand up. Hold out your hands.”

“You are being arrested for conspiracy, failure
to notify, and nine counts of attempted murder.
You are also being charged with two counts of
malicious damage to the ship. You will have a
chance to review these charges and speak with a
lawyer. Do you object to Samantha handling your
case?”

Tim lifted his chin as the cuffs clicked over his
wrists. His white collar glared at them. “I’m not
saying anything until I talk to my lawyer.”

Angela was proud of him; she wasn’t allowed
to show it. Stunned silence went through the hall
as more people came to observe. The dim lights
from doors opening put a spotlight on Tim as he
was led out into the hall.



“Your lawyer will meet you in the brig.” Kyle
sent a hard look around the witnesses. “We’re
going to have a quiet night and get ready for
another long day of work.”

A few people went into their cabins so Angela
knew they weren’t part of anything that might
happen.

Angela wasn’t worried about it tonight. Kenn
and the kids had done a great job of keeping the
brig hall clear and proving that even though you
were angry, you didn’t get to react any way you
want to in this camp. “You will be held in the brig
until your pretrial hearing. All time you spend
incarcerated will count toward any sentence you
could be given for these charges.” Angela stepped
out of the way so the guards could lead Tim
through. “You may pick one person here to come
along and witness everything so both sides are
being observed by an impartial witness who will
report anything they see or hear to the lawyers and
judge.”

Tim hadn’t been expecting that. He spotted
Ralph coming up the steps. “I want Ralph.”

Ralph nodded. He wasn’t happy to have to do
it, but he did like it that he’d been chosen.

“Take him to the brig.” Angela motioned at
Kyle.

Angela went down the steps without saying
anything else.

Darren went to his cabin, mind returning to
Megan. He wanted to taste her, smell her, feel her.



The spark had flared and now it was burning. He
needed to put it out before the run or he would end
up mixing business and pleasure. Eagles weren’t
supposed to do that.

Darren detoured toward the female side of the
hall. He slowed, swiveling to see who might be
interested. Angela didn’t know about the small
service sector of the ship that had popped up a
couple weeks ago. He doubted she would let it
stand, but until she tore it down, he was using it.
Only a few Eagles had been given invites. He’d
been one of the first.

There weren’t any men here waiting in silken
draped bunks to be a relief source. Darren wasn’t
sure how it would go when the first one finally did
get the nerve to try. He doubted the women would
care. It might even give them some protection,
depending on who showed up. With Samantha
giving birth, Wade was too busy right now for
lessons, so the males were left with his first lesson.
Few of them were working on it yet. There were
other exciting things going on. They would return
to the lessons when life got boring again.

Darren got smiles and hair tosses from every
direction. He remembered most of the senior men
were on land with Marc or about to go there.
Darren grinned. “There’s only one of me. Sorry.”

Hannah had hurried here in hopes that Ivan
might show up. But this one will do. She opened
her robe.



Darren stared, breath slowing, body
hardening. “That’s so beautiful.”

Darren stepped forward in a daze. “Move up
on the bed.” Darren climbed in behind her and
tugged the curtain shut.



Chapter Eleven

Avoid Unless Approached

1

Kenn looked up from the organized puzzle

of electronics spread out around him on the floor.
“Checking up on me?”

Brittani stopped near him. “Feeding time for
these lower levels.”

Kenn grimaced. “Pass. Thanks.”

Brittani set a paper bag next to his knee.
“You’ll want it.” She stepped inside to find Tim
opening a can from the mess. “Don’t eat that.”

Brittani set her bag on the desk and began
unpacking it. “Mom wasn’t in a great mood. That’s
how we always knew.” Brittani handed Tim a
small bag. “I made that soup for a few people a
little while ago. Don’t tell.”

“Thanks.” Tim sat on the edge of the cot,
holding the warm bag. “How are you?”

Brittani was surprised he would ask about her
at a time like this. “Better, I think. I'm glad we’re
here.”

“So am 1. How are your parents adjusting?”

“They don’t say much about Lou.” Her heart
squeezed. “We all miss him.”

“Is your husband helping you with that?”



Brittani shook her head. “I don’t talk about my
brother with anyone.”

“Then that’s your next step.” Tim smiled at
her. “Try to reach out and share something about
your brother. Bring him back for that moment.”

Brittani nodded, struggling not to cry. “I will.”

Tim could tell she was restless under the grief.
“Were you involved in the fight?”

“No. And neither of them will tell me what
happened.” Brittani frowned. “Daryl went back to
the island to provide security for Marc.”

“And Gus?”

Brittani frowned. “How would I know?”

“Just asking. I heard they both needed a
medical evaluation.”

“They had a fight. It happens.”

“It was over you.”

She sighed. “Probably. They’re both fine, just
bruised and rattled.”

“How does that make you feel?”

“Annoyed...protected. = Loved.”  Brittani
proceeded toward the door, embarrassed. “I have
more deliveries to make and updates to give.”

“Good night.” Tim watched her go, wishing he
could ease her pain. He didn’t feel useful right
now.

“That was nice of you. She needed that.”

Tim was surprised Kenn was speaking to him.
He opened his mouth to explain his actions.

Kenn kicked the brig door shut and resumed
working on the radio.



“Is it a good i1dea to put a radio right next to a
jail?” Sherman had been sent to help Kenn with the
radio. He knew Angela had done it to remind him
that he had to get along with people he didn’t like.
The halls here were being guarded by descendant
kids. He was surrounded, but his problem wasn’t
with magic—it was having another possible traitor
onboard.

Kenn kept working. “It’s portable.”

Sherman held the tool kit and brooded. He’d
tried to converse with Kenn a few times, but the
angry man didn’t want to give up any details about
the last two days. Sherman didn’t feel like making
small talk. He wanted to be able to go back to the
camp with a juicy nut. He would have company all
night and tomorrow.

“Maybe you should try being interesting and
then you won’t need a juicy nut.”

Sherman flushed. He dropped the toolkit and
strode away.

Kenn grinned. “Was it something I said or
something I read?”

The kids were all glad that Sherman was gone.
They didn’t trust him.

Cate came over to Kenn. “It was wrong.”

Kenn paused. He sighed. “Yeah. Killing
always is.” He resumed work.

Cate stared at him. “We’ve done that, some of
us. We knew we shouldn’t, but we did it anyway.
The alpha forgave us those mistakes.”



“She’s not God!” Kenn did